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ABSTRACT
How a principal cognitively interprets their school context and makes decisions to improve the
instructional and cultural capital of each school has not been researched in Ontario. Thus, 21
elementary principals in one school district in Ontario were interviewed to study what contexts
principals are working in and how these conditions affect rational school-improvement decisionmaking. Thirteen principals were leading in Turnaround Schools (TS) and eight were leading in
Non-Turnaround Schools (NTS). TS are usually located in high poverty areas and have higher
proportions of vulnerable students (i.e., Indigenous, racialized, recent immigrants, and/or those
living with disabilities). Results showed that principal leadership may be constrained by three
contextual factors: (1) the prescriptive district policy for school improvement, which inhibits
principal’s autonomy in improvement decisions; (2) the type of school, TS or NTS, which carries
stereotypes and expectations about the students, staff and families of the school community, thus
affecting decision-making; and (3) in this district there were substantially more women placed in
TS than male principals, and this asymmetry resulted in the ‘glass-cliff’ phenomenon. A glass
cliff is when female leaders are placed in highly complex and challenging assignments where
success is less likely, the workload is more than what is normally expected, and decision-making
is risky. Taken together, these social and cultural constraints bound the principal’s ability to
make rational decisions toward school improvement. A grounded theory of bounded rationality
and a model of school improvement model are presented within. This research has implications
for the application of school improvement policy in Ontario, how school context is interpreted
and, how principal leadership is assessed and supported.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Currently, in Ontario, the way an elementary school is assessed to be effective or
demonstrates improvement is by comparing the school’s student performance on annual
standardized tests compared to provincial averages. Using standardized test data of student
performance as a distal measure of school effectiveness tells us little about what principals do in
their schools to improve the wellbeing and academic outcomes of their students that influence
performance on these annual tests. One of the difficulties in relying on student performance data
is that it requires complex statistical analysis that does not capture the internal complexities of
each school’s context. What other information can districts use to understand how and why a
school is improving?
Within the field of education in Ontario, Canada, and across the globe, there is a paucity
of published research that explores how decisions about school improvement are made by school
leaders (Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2013). Clearly understanding decisional processes and
outcomes contextually in a school district, provides senior leadership and policymakers with
clarity about what is working and why (Farley-Ripple, May, Karpyn, Tilley, & McDonough,
2018). Knowing how or why a school is effective provides district leaders with other forms of
evidence about how to scale up improvement efforts with a clear rationale about resource
allocations that honour the unique nature of each school community.
The theory behind what constitutes a successful school is well established, yet how a
school or a district operationalizes and applies school effectiveness theory into its structure
processes and practices are less known (Hallinger, 2018). Before we can confidently understand
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the processes and outcomes associated with school effectiveness, we need a better understanding
of school context as it is experienced by principals.
Background and Rationale
Canadian school districts are motivated beyond obligation to ensure the best possible
quality educational experiences for all students. For many vulnerable students who are dealing
with the challenges associated with low socio-economic circumstances, this premise is even
more vital, as it addresses issues of equity. Vulnerable students are more likely to be Indigenous,
racialized, recent immigrants, and living with disabilities or in single-parent families (People for
Education, 2013). Students living in low socio-economic neighbourhoods are less likely to be
prepared for Kindergarten and these early learning gaps in literacy and numeracy continue to
grow with cascading effects on graduation rates and entrance to post-secondary destinations
(Guhn, Janus, & Hertzman, 2007).
Schools located in low socio-economic neighbourhoods are beleaguered with students’
low academic performance on standardized tests and are reputed to be ineffective due to such
achievement outcomes. For them to become effective, they need to be able to offer equal
opportunities for learning and achievement by “redistributing resources with the goal of
eliminating systematic inequality of outcome measures” (Sokolowski & Ansari, 2018, p. 1).
According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD,
2012), the improvement of educational outcomes of vulnerable students in schools located in low
SES neighbourhoods is best supported when districts focus their funding and effort on increasing
school quality. Vulnerable student populations are defined as “recent immigrants, children from
low-income families, Aboriginal students, boys, and students with special education needs.”
(Ministry of Education, Ontario, 2009). To positively influence the quality of a school, districts
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can set high standards for school leadership and that leadership can have a positive impact on
other areas of school improvement, such as school climate (Hallinger, 2018). A positive school
climate can improve student attendance, student engagement, and well-being, attract higher
quality staff, reduce staff turnover, motivate instructional capital, increase innovation and
subsequently stimulate academic achievement. Districts that funnel support and funding to
concentrate areas can equalize or even the playfield for vulnerable students (Hallinger, 2018).
An effective elementary school could be a sociodemographic equalizer where
disadvantaged or vulnerable students have access to educational supports, relationships, and
resources which can help ameliorate the effects of poverty (Quinn, Cooc, MacIntyre, & Gomez,
2016). The effectiveness, quality or strength of a school is generally seen as the degree to which
its students perform academically as measured by distal and independently collected
standardized test scores between schools or over time (Reynolds et al., 2014). School
improvement and effectiveness researchers from around the world agree that standardized test
results are the outcomes used to describe whether a school is effective or ineffective (Reynolds et
al., 2014)
Much of the success of a school is predicated on principal leadership (Bossert, Dwyer,
Rowan, & Lee, 1982). However, it is difficult to understand how leadership influences school
effectiveness because leading happens contextually, within the day-to-day operations of a school,
making it ephemeral and challenging to study systematically (Hallinger, 2018). The opportunity
to illuminate what is typically an unseen leadership process provides a unique and much needed
understanding of how research can connect abstract leadership theory and policy to real-world
contextual practice, and ultimately to influence student outcomes (Penuel, Farrell, Allen,
Toyama, & Coburn, 2018). Understanding leadership decisions, organizational processes and
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outcomes in a complex system like a school district can provide senior leadership with clarity
about what is working and why (Farley-Ripple, et al., 2018). Thus, the importance of knowing
when and where leadership has the most impact is in school improvement processes is vital
(Hallinger, 2018).
Purpose of the Study
It is the aim of this study to understand how principals perceive their leadership and
decision-making in school effectiveness and improvement. It may be erroneous and inequitable
to measure the effectiveness of a school with the use of one achievement-oriented ruler such as
standardized test outcomes. Academic outcomes may vary based on the context of a school
demarcated by the needs and assets of a school population which will impact a principal’s
decisions and leadership in school improvement planning. The choices and decisions a principal
makes to improve the school are rarely captured in school improvement planning, and these
processes are not included in models where only standardized test outcomes are used to qualify
school effectiveness. There may be other areas of principal leadership that positively influence
the lives and educational experiences of students in schools that lead to achievement on
standardized tests. Successful contextual leadership is not well defined or understood within
current school improvement models (Hallinger, 2018). Principals may be differentiating their
school improvement decisions to meet the needs of their staff and students and this may not
immediately translate to scores on standardized tests. If this is true, then we are missing a very
important piece of the puzzle toward understanding school effectiveness.
Excellent school leadership presupposes that good decisions are being made. For
Zachary, Wherry, Glenn, and Hopson (1982), there are three components that need to be
understood when studying decision making: (a) the situation or context of the situation, (b) the
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characteristics of a decision maker, and (c) the decision-making process itself. While educational
leadership skills and cognitive capacities differ among contexts, in the formal context of school
hierarchy and process, the expectations are relatively static. In addition, decisions made in
complex situations may also be classified as a ‘wicked problem’ (Rittel & Webber, 1984). A
wicked problem has no clear explanation, solution, or predictability, and is thus difficult to study.
Research Questions
This research will inform the field of school improvement about how principals described
making decisions to improve their schools. Principals described scenarios where they made
decisions that were clearly contingent and upon the conditions of their schools. This study shed
light into where a principal believed they made meaningful decisions to influence change within
their school environment.
The main research question driving this study explored what contextual factors mattered
to principals in school improvement decisions and planning? Following this line of inquiry, this
study was designed to explain in further detail how principals interpreted their school context
and how interpreted context then influenced school improvement decisions.
Personal Ground
There are two points of consideration that require declaration for this work to ensure that
there is transparency about my position in this study. First, while I was a doctoral student, I was
also employed as a manager of a research department with the district where this study took
place. My roles as a doctoral student and as a professional research leader carried unique
assumptions and privileges. As a professional research leader, I was held to different social,
organizational and political pressures compared to that of a doctoral student. As a doctoral
student, I enjoyed complete academic freedom. Universities in Canada define academic freedom
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as “the right to freely communicate knowledge and the results of research and scholarship based
on institutional integrity, rigorous standards for enquiry and institutional autonomy, which
allows universities to set their research and educational priorities” (www.univcan.ca/mediaroom/media-releases/statement-on-academic-freedom/). In my role as a district researcher, I was
often shackled with organizational, political and social expectations in producing results that
were deemed appropriate by senior leadership.
As a professional district researcher, I conducted applied educational research which was
always a challenge since it is was an intersection of politics and science (Roll-Hansen, 2009).
Simultaneously, I also benefitted from the privilege this role provided. I had an inside and bird’seye view of district policy, structure and bureaucracy. I had some authority and autonomy over
much of my job in terms of decisions that related to methodology and knowledge translation. I
worked closely with the district’s senior leaders. My privilege as a district research manager
provided me with a high-level perspective into what educational areas are important to the
province of Ontario, and I had the benefit of conducting research in areas of equity, leadership,
and cognition. My experience and privilege also mean that I likely carry bias in my perspectives
and thus, throughout this study, I have tried to demonstrate as much as possible, transparency
and awareness of how this knowledge and experience may have influenced my interpretation.
Where appropriate, I bracketed and discussed my privilege, my constraints, the context where
relevant to ensure analytical clarity.
Secondly, as this study is all about context, I feel it is appropriate to declare that the
interview transcript data used for this study were previously collected for a district research
inquiry. I was the principal investigator who conducted the 21 interviews with principals
working in elementary schools. I met with each principal individually and obtained written
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informed consent for both the district research and for the future use of the interview transcripts
for my dissertation. I had successfully applied for an independent research ethics board approval
with the district to use the data for this dissertation. I was granted district and University
Research Ethics Board approval to use the interview transcripts for this study (See Appendix A).
This information is relevant as I originally conducted the semi-structured interviews for this
study and then conducted a separate, distinct and secondary analysis of the data for this
dissertation. I independently completed the transcriptions of these interviews and redacted all
district, school and identifying information from each of the transcripts.
Assumptions
My research inquiry was a focused on understanding the lived experiences of principals
in context to their work in their schools. There were 21 principals interviewed, and each
individual was asked to describe their unique perceptions of school improvement decisions and
processes. This study does review theoretical frameworks in cognition, leadership and school
improvement, and the majority of these studies were conducted in positivist methodologies,
however, my interests were to understand how meaning and action were derived within these
theoretical frameworks, not force the data into a positivist interpretation.
I have two previous degrees that embraced positivist experimental social psychology. My
studies in experimental social psychology undoubtedly colored this study design and analysis,
and have influenced my perspectives about educational policy, practice and leadership. My
chosen field of study in education is learning and cognition. Taken together, my previous ways
of knowing how to conduct and interpret research in psychology, and my field of study, have
shaped how I view assessment, evaluation, leadership, professional development, and learning in
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the field of education. That said, I sincerely believe that the interdisciplinary nature of my
scholarly journey has only served to benefit this dissertation.
My knowledge of the field of school improvement is deep and rich since I have been
working with school boards as a researcher for years. I have a systemic and organizational view
of process, inputs, outputs, program evaluation and measuring effectiveness at the district. I
spent much time cultivating research-practice partnerships with academics to increase the rigor
and defensibility of decisions, programs and data where I could to make a positive difference for
staff and students. As I saw it, a district researcher’s mandate is to try to find creative and
empirical ways to mobilize and scale up knowledge learned in the district for the benefit of
others and where possible, open it up to peer review. My own context as the district researcher is
important to discuss here as it lends to the argument of informed rigor as this study was closely
aligned with practice.
Gutiérrez and Penuel (2014) write that there is a need for new approaches to research and
development, whereby these approaches must include “participatory design tools and practices
for deliberating about and negotiating problems of practice and for engaging in iterative design”
(p. 20). The authors also state that the researcher is a collaborative and reflective partner who is
closest to the action and issues that make practices, policy, meaning and contradictions explicit
(Gutiérrez & Penuel, 2014). As I had the privilege of being a researcher with experience working
inside a district, I obtained knowledge of how theory and practice intersected in a naturalistic
setting which may qualify this study with a level of rigor that is not common. Gutiérrez and
Penuel (2014) state that this very type of rigorous research is what has the potential to drive
innovation and knowledge forward as “the need for efficiency and effectiveness research need to
address how to make programs work” (p. 22).
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In sum, my interpretive framework is a pragmatic and uniquely positioned one, where I
chose to focus on the emergent and practical outcome of the data itself to build a theory to
answer my research question. Through this question stemming from practice (Gutiérrez &
Penuel, 2014), I seek to explain how principals described their decision-making in school
improvement within the lived contexts they work. I let the data take me to the conclusions
discussed here and I held no a priori or deductive expectations.
Significance of this Study
With this dissertation, I believe I have provided a reasonable and defensible explanation
of the data, developed a logical theory of my interpretation and provided a practical solution to a
real-world contextual issue. I sought to theorize about what is happening with principals and how
they describe their school improvement efforts. I selected the research design to analyze the data
that best fits the question, which in this case is grounded theory. This study is significant for the
field of Canadian education as it provides a novel and contextual explanation of how principal
leadership can be understood and analyzed with qualitative methods. It is significant in that I was
successful in elucidating alternative ways to understand how principals share their experiences in
school improvement and what barriers may exist for them. District leaders can use this study as a
benchmark for asking questions about their own contexts in understanding why a school is
improving or not. Policy-makers in Ontario can use this information to influence future changes
to school improvement doctrine and practice. Outside the scope of Ontario practice and
application, this study builds on the field of education by demonstrating how internal leadership
processes can be analyzed using qualitative methodology. In tandem with other quantitative
methods and modelling of school effectiveness, we now have one more tool in the toolbox to a
richer understanding of a complex social phenomenon.
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Limitations of this Study
As this study is a qualitative study based on interviews in one school district in
southwestern Ontario, the findings may only relate to experiences in this district. The unique way
this district was internally structured, the way in which principals were allocated to schools and
the improvement work set out by the district senior leadership is entirely contingent on the
decisions made by senior leadership. The strength of this study is that it illuminates the complex
ecosystem of leadership and decision-making in schools, however the complexity described is
also what binds this study for a wider interpretation. Creswell (2013) writes that the
trustworthiness of qualitative research is predicated on how transparent and systematic the
researcher was in documenting their processes, assumptions and analysis. It is my expectation
that I have provided such transparency here for credibility and trustworthiness. Last, the study
design did not incorporate further triangulation to show that what principals said they did to
improve their schools translated to actual change. This study was not designed to gather proof
that principals did what they said they did, it was a descriptive study intended to first address
principal perceptions in order to shed light on where future research can then focus. A detailed
discussion on limitations, rigor, next steps in a suggested research program can be found in
Chapter Five.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is based on a logical series of assumptions that
relate to theories of rationality and school improvement. For this study, I adhered to the ideology
that school improvement planning is a rational and contingent process (Scheerens, 2016). The
Contingency Theory of school improvement states that school improvement is based on the
supposition that the decisions a principal makes to improve their school are derived rationally.
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The connection between rational decision-making and Contingency theory had previously
remained unexplored in the field of education as it is applies to the context of school
effectiveness (Scheerens, 2016).
Within school improvement planning, principals make decisions and these decisions are
part of a rational cognitive process (Gigerenzer & Selton, 1999). Rational decisions made in the
context of school improvement are subject to environmental, social and emotional constraints.
Decision-making happens in reality of one’s contexts and is based on dimensions of rationality
such as the individuals’ limited knowledge, inventory of skills and tacit knowledge (Spender,
2008). The theory of Bounded Rationality (Simon, 1972; Simon, 1992; Gigerenzer & Selten,
1999) posits that when humans are faced with environmental, social and emotional constraints,
decisions can be shaped or bound. The theory of Bounded Rationality does not place a value
judgement of right or wrong on decision-making but provides a framework to explain how and
why decisions are contextually influenced and bound.
School leaders make decisions on the fly, often without the luxury of time, during crises.
Also, their decisions need to meet policies. Thus, principal decision-making in a school is a
bounded environment that fits well into the bounded rationality model of cognition. Simon
(1964) describes how,
the distance between rationality and behavior is bridged by the concept of “decision”. A
choice is a selection of one, among numerous possible behavior alternatives, to be carried
out. Every behavior involves a selection of this kind, be it conscious or not. A decision is
a process through which this selection is performed. Rationality is a criterion used in the
decision that is theoretically grounded on the presupposition that the agents are
intendedly rational. In other words, the agents value rationality as a criterion of choice
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and it is in this sense, and by this route, that rationality is taken as an explaining principle.
(Simon, 1964, as cited in Barros, 2010, p. 457)
Decisions are bound within schools that are also contextual environments for action.
Herbert A. Simon was a Nobel-winning economist who derived a theory of decision-making
from his work in economics and coined the term Bounded Rationality. Simon (1992) stated that
“rationality denotes a style of behavior that is appropriate to the achievement of given goals,
within the limit imposed by given conditions and constraints” (p. 161). In essence, Simon
proposed that rational decision-making is always bounded by context. Within an organization,
those with privilege, political, and social or economic power can be influencing the context in
which decision-makers work (Spender, 2008). A principal’s ability to make decisions is
constrained by various tensions between their own autonomy and the controls put in place by
organizational policy. Thus, school improvement planning is bounded by context for decisionmaking.
Bounded rationality as a cognitive theory has not been typically applied in a qualitative
study. Simon himself was a realist and a pragmatist and did not believe in separating decisionmaking theory from the context of the environment (Nickels, 2018). The concept of bounded
rationality is intended to be applied in complex real-world situations (Lee & Porter, 1990). So
far, bounded rationality research has been studied in a staunchly positivist, quantitative and
experimental manner that focused on testing decisional accuracy in game theory, artificial
intelligence, economic theory, algorithmic thinking and decision-making using probabilistic and
Bayesian analyses.
Wright and Jacobs (2010) applied the theory of bounded rationality to explore real-world
decisions in a qualitative design. Their study explored how 52 individuals made decisions to
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enact violence in retaliatory street crime. Wright and Jacobs theorized that rational or not,
decisions to retaliate were based on limited information and the constraints on thinking required
description to understand how violence occurs. The authors state that,
particular circumstances channel preferences into situation-specific conduct. Such
channeling is triggered by bounds on rationality, and these bounds ultimately affect the
choices that are made. In the context of angry aggression, such choices have broader
implications for the spread of urban violence (p. 1743).
Wright and Jacobs conducted interviews with 52 offenders who had engaged in criminal
activity, and found that anger, perceived uncertainty and pressed to retaliate quickly time were
the major constraints in forcing the choices of participants to engage in retaliatory actions. This
study shows that the theory of bounded rationality can explain behavior in socially complex
situations.
As most of the research exploring bounded rationality has been conducted to
mathematically evaluate how decision tools were used (i.e., heuristics) and assess their accuracy,
these resources are is not relevant to the research here. For the purposes of this study, the tenets
of bounded rationality assumptions are: a) all decisions are constrained within an organizational
context by a number of factors such as time, complexity, social or political pressures; b) all
principals are rational; c) principals work in bounded environments and within their
environment, they will not likely ever have a complete amount of information at any given time
to make decisions; and d) there is risk associated with making decisions (Lee & Porter, 1990).
This study did not assess principal decisions in school improvement in terms of whether or not
the decisions they said they made were effective or not, thus a deep literature review of the field
of cognitive psychology and the rivalry over two schools of thought about using heuristics is not

14
covered here. This study, like Wright and Jacobs’ (2010) was designed to explicate what social
and organizational factors could be constraining principal leadership and decisions and help
illuminate how principals deal with these complexities.
In summary, within the Rationality Paradigm, school improvement planning is the
rational process of setting goals, creating a plan, executing the plan, and then assessing the plan
to determine if the goals were achieved. Principals use policy, data and various forms of
information to make decisions about school planning. The bounded context of the principal—the
nature of the school and the district—were overlapping ecosystems of information that shape
principal decisions.
The Rationality Paradigm epistemology emerged as a cognitive philosophy of science.
Anderson, Rider, Simon, Ericsson and Glaser (1998) wrote that the field of education and the
science of learning research should be explicitly connected to rationalist philosophies. Engaging
in school improvement planning is a complex learning situation, and as such, we do not know
much about the cognitive strategies used in these scenarios. Knowing what and how principals
learn and use information to make decisions about their schools is empirically important to the
field of educational research. In conclusion, this study described and explained how context
influenced or bound principal decisions in school improvement which has led to a better
understanding of what circumstances are necessary to improve a school.
Dissertation Outline
This dissertation will start with reviewing the relevant literature concerning school
improvement and school effectiveness research, principal leadership research, and the contexts in
which this study was undertaken in Chapter Two. In Chapter Three I will present the arguments
for my selected qualitative methodology. In Chapter Four I will describe my analytic activities
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while providing excerpts of the transcripts to support my analysis and interpretation. Chapter
Five will provide a wholesome and detailed discussion of the analysis and the grounded theory
derived as it relates to my research question. Chapter Five will also connect the derived grounded
theory back to the school improvement literature, suggest a practical application of the results as
well as provide next steps for research.
Definition of Key Terms
Academic Press—the amount of priority a school gives towards high standards or high
expectations around academic achievement (Louis & Lee, 2016).
Bounded Rationality—the occurrence of logical and rational thinking and decision-making in
constrained environments (Simon, 1992). A busy school can be considered a constrained
environment due to the high degree of responsiveness a principal must operate within limited
information and time.
Coherent Instructional Guidance System—intends to establish margins around actions,
initiatives, practices, and policies used to consistently align instructional systems within a district
to positively influence student outcomes. A coherent system satisfies the consistency, flow and
disbursement of the district’s strategic instructional values and vision throughout the
organization. The Ministry of Education Ontario (2014) defines it as, “a district’s curriculum
standards and frameworks, instructional practices, professional development emphases and
assessment tools are all focused on achieving the district’s mission, vision and goals” (p. 12).
Collective Efficacy—group members feeling confident and sharing belief that they can have
influence on a group process. Tschannen-Moran and Barr (2004) define it as, “a collective selfperception that teachers in a given school make an educational difference to their students over
and above the educational impact of their homes and communities” (p. 190).

16
Contingency Theory—a sub-theory of the Rationality Paradigm that describes School
Effectiveness Theory as a relatively relaxed reformative structure with differentiated support.
Structurally, this theory is characterized by vertical organizational and centralized alignment
between educational systems (Scheerens, 2016). School districts in Ontario fall within this
description.
Cybernetics—a sub-theory of the Rationality Paradigm that describes school effectiveness as
tightly controlled and accountability-focused organizational learning, and education-based
meritocracy. This approach utilizes accountability provisions, national assessments, and school
inspections (Scheerens, 2016).
Distributed Leadership—a type of leadership practice that primarily focuses on building
instructional teams in order to enhance curricular content, pedagogy, and assessment. Follower
behavior focuses on reflection, continuous learning, and professional development shared and
assisted with the principal (Grant, 2017).
District Effectiveness Framework (DEF)—a specific set of criteria that describes what a “strong”
or effective district is. An effective district is defined by how much it can improve the learning of
their students at the school and system levels (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014).
Disciplinary Climate—the atmosphere within a classroom characterized by respectful social
norms, engagement, structure, and order. Unwanted student behaviour is managed by the
classroom teacher with the intention that intervention and management will enhance the learning
environment for all students (OECD, 2005).
EQAO (Education Quality and Assessment Office)—an independent body funded by Ministry of
Education in Ontario. The mandate of EQAO is to conduct annual standardized large-scale
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assessments of student learning in Ontario (see http://www.eqao.com/en/about-eqao/about-theagency).
Instructional Leadership—a leadership philosophy defined by models of curriculum delivery,
teaching and assessment performed by a leader, typically a principal (Hallinger, 2011).
Grounded Theory—a qualitative analytical research method that allows for patterns or themes in
data to emerge through constant comparison. Inductively, these themes are used to generate a
theory about the phenomenon of inquiry (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
Learning Organization—a company or organization that expedites transformation toward
effectiveness, efficiency and innovation. Such organization encourages the strategic use of
visionary leadership, mental models, continuous learning and mastery, and systems thinking by
their employees (Hanna & Lester, 2009).
Logic Model—a visual representation of a program that communicates its operations, activities,
and goals. It is typically used for program planning, implementation, evaluation, and
communication. The process of creating a logic model includes critically identifying important
inputs and outcomes (Love, 2009).
Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF)—a policy document published by the Ministry of
Education in Ontario (2013) that describes what successful educational leadership looks like in
practice.
Public Choice Theory—a sub-theory of the Rationality Paradigm (Scheerens, 2016) that presents
school effectiveness as a set of loosely coupled systems among schools and the central office.
This theory is grounded in economics, private education and arms-length governance.
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Rationality Paradigm—a meta-theory of school effectiveness that uses rational decisions and
logic descriptors as key characteristics (Scheerens, 2016). The meta-theory includes four subtheories: contingency theory, cybernetics, synoptic planning, and public choice theory.
School Climate—a set of internal atmospheric factors within a school that can influence student
perceptions of safety, acceptance, and inclusion that enhance opportunities for student
achievement (Scheerens, 2016).
School Conditions—contextual environmental factors that influence a school’s climate and
achievement, such as how safe and orderly a school is or how well a staff work together to solve
instructional problems (Leithwood & McCullough, 2017).
School Effectiveness Framework (SEF)—outlines areas considered to be influential in improving
student outcomes such as academic achievement, learning and well-being (Ministry of Education
Ontario, 2013). For example, an effective school is one that engages in instructional efficacy,
assessment practices, and creates opportunities for home-school partnerships.
Socio-Economic Status (SES)—how the social positioning or class of an individual or group is
measured. Typically, SES is measured based on education, income and occupation data (see
http://www.apa.org/topics/socioeconomic-status/).
Standardized Tests—an administered test or exam that is scored consistently in a standard
manner. EQAO tests are provided to all students at the same time, annually, with strict and
common deployment and assessment (see http://www.eqao.com/en/about-eqao/about-theagency).
Synoptic Planning—a sub-theory of the Rationality Paradigm that describes school effectiveness
as a set of highly centralized, evidence-based set of policies, a fixed national curriculum, a clear
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program of evaluation, limited administrative autonomy and standardized school inspections
(Scheerens, 2016).
Transformational Leadership Theory—describes leadership as a social influence process
characterized by persuasion. This style of leadership encourages motivation for followership
based on feeling inspired, challenged and common beliefs about the meaning of the work (Ng,
2017; Bass & Avolio, 1994).
Turnaround Schools (also known as Full-Service Community School or Highly Effective
Community School, Richardson, 2009)—is an academically low-performing school that is
generally located in neighbourhoods with high rates of poverty as identified by census or
community demographic data. Most, if not all, TS have a high proportion of minorities in the
neighbourhood populations and receive supplementary financial and social resources by districts
and governments. A school is considered “turned around” if it demonstrates a dramatic increase
in academic gains over a two-year period. The dramatic change is usually due to the
implementation of an intervention program of some kind (Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2010).
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The intention and structure of this review is to summarize and synthesize a specific field of
research for a wider audience to provide scope for this study. To demonstrate focus of the study,
the conceptual framework and design must demonstrate relevance to the existing research base.
What this literature does not do is provide a traditional sweeping panorama of the entire field of
school effectiveness. Literature cited here was artfully selected to support the research question.
Relevance to the research question, design and methodology were the criteria used to for
inclusion for this review (Maxwell, 2006).
In this chapter, the definition and brief history review of school effectiveness are first
covered, followed by a description about the types of models typically studied. Next, a critical
review of the measurement methods of school effectiveness models are discussed. Third, the
integral function of principal leadership and principal decision-making in school improvement
planning within the theoretical models of school effectiveness are presented. The chapter
concludes with the literature related to school and district effectiveness within the context of
Ontario, Canada.
What is School Effectiveness or School Improvement?
The simplest way to describe school improvement or school effectiveness is to ask the
question, “What makes a ‘good’ school?” (Reynolds et al., 2014, p. 197). The purpose of school
effectiveness research is to seek out explanations about how schools are improving and, if
schools are improving, what factors could be used to predict student achievement and wellbeing. The first wave of research on school effectiveness began in the 1960s, where models
demonstrated evidence of the positive impact schools had on preparing children and adolescents
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as positive contributors to society (Reynolds et al., 2014). The second wave of research began in
the mid-1980s, when it used multi-level methodologies to determine the additive effects of
school on students over time. Following this method, during the 1990s, effectiveness research
began to include the use of static logic models to demonstrate complex inputs, outputs, and
process indicators in determining the performance of schools. Currently, with the advance of
complex statistical techniques and computer technology, the field of school effectiveness has
evolved to include evidence from international studies, meta-analyses, and the use of
sophisticated statistical mixed-method models; school improvement research became
synonymous with school effectiveness (Reynolds et al., 2014). From this point on in this thesis,
the terms ‘school effectiveness’ and ‘school improvement’ will be used interchangeably.
After 50 years of research, we know more about what makes a school effective, but the
research is less clear on how a school with low achievement scores—an ineffective school, is
turned around (Weiner, 2016). The internal processes that happen within a school context, or
what conditions exist to influence differences in effectiveness, are still somewhat a mystery.
Scheerens (2016) refers to this gap in process knowledge as the “black box” of inputs and
outputs that operate to transform a school (p. 105). School conditions are variables or phenomena
that can influence the school’s organizational climate, the effectiveness of a classroom teacher,
or the individual student’s sense of personal efficacy. Examples of conditions are the quality of
the disciplinary climate or the level of trust teachers have with their principal, or how well
teachers work together to solve classroom problems (Leithwood & McCullough, 2017). School
conditions are typically understood and known by school leaders and are considered to be
elements that can be changed through school improvement planning.
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Despite the fact that school conditions are known and agreed to be influential, they are
also complex and interconnected phenomena that are difficult to observe and monitor (OECD,
2012). Thus, there is a paucity of school effectiveness research demonstrating how to
systematically measure or monitor the complexity of school conditions within each learning
community. Regardless of the complexity to identify which factors are important in determining
what constitutes effectiveness, there are no shortage of related theories, perspectives, and
research. The following section critically presents and discusses some of the prevailing
definitions, views, theories, and models in the field of school improvement and effectiveness.
School Effectiveness – The Rationality Paradigm
“The basic logic of educational effectiveness research is to investigate the effects (in
terms of educational outcomes) of alternative strategies, methods and approaches” (Scheerens,
2016, p. 262). According to Scheerens (2016), there are several theoretical paradigms that school
effectiveness theory falls within. One such model is the Rationality Paradigm as a meta-theory
based on the idea that educational effectiveness research is oriented toward an ideal end state
which is optimal goal attainment. Education is seen as a contextualized production process using
a logic model of process indicators and outcome indicators that represent realized goals, such as
student achievement and well-being. The first step in the Rationality Paradigm is to explain why
some factors appear to work, followed by the second step, which is to explain how the
mechanisms work (Scheerens, 2016). In the book, Educational Effectiveness and Ineffectiveness,
Scheerens (2016) provides an excellent description of the four theories classified under the
Rationality Paradigm umbrella: Synoptic Planning, Cybernetics, Contingency Theory, and Public
Choice Theory. Each theory will be discussed and compared briefly.

23
According to Scheerens (2016), Synoptic Planning is described as a highly centralized,
evidence-based set of policies within a fixed national curriculum that provides a clear program of
evaluation, limited autonomy, and standardized school inspections. Such theory dictates
consistency of practice within schools in tandem with structured lesson plans and is highly
prescriptive, bureaucratic, and inflexible. Similarly, Cybernetics is a theory that is occupied with
a ‘command-and-control’ functionality in which it focuses on accountability, organizational
learning and education-based meritocracy. This theory is defined by accountability provisions,
national assessments and school inspections. Alternatively, Contingency Theory provides a
suggestive milieu toward school reform and differentiated support. Structurally, this theory is
characterized by both a vertical and central organization. Vertical organization is hierarchical,
where authority is manifested in top-down leadership. Centrally, the district provides a middle or
more distributed leadership component within the organization with the intention to empower
and align the educational system between and among schools. Contingency Theory typically
utilizes transformational leadership styles and promotes adaptive instruction in the classroom. An
example of Contingency Theory application are comprehensive school improvement programs
that are evidence-based and employ a rational approach to implementation for improvement.
Last, Public Choice Theory is described as a micro-economic free choice model for school types
(e.g., private schools). Schools in this model use high-stakes testing, or tight entry standards to
the program, to compete for students. These schools have a high degree of control over finances
and the hiring of staff, and the educational philosophy of teaching is not prescribed by the
government. At a system level it is best described as a set of loosely coupled systems among
schools and the central office.
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In summary, the types of theories within the meta-theory of Rationality Paradigm fit on a
continuum of autonomy and independence (Scheerens, 2016). Cybernetics and Synoptic
Planning are characterized with the most prescriptive and autocratically demanding models
followed by Contingency Theory, where the level of prescription appears to be contingent on a
number of factors set by a combination of district and school priorities. Last, Public Choice
Theory has the most autonomy, where schools are highly independent in setting their own policy
and learning conditions. Contingency Theory appears to be the ‘Goldilocks’ of Rationality
Paradigm as it emphasizes rational planning within an organizational structure that is ideal in
determining alignment between configurations that predict favorable outcomes.
The Ontario Context
As stated earlier, Contingency Theory best describes the philosophy and administration
of education in Ontario, and is therefore, an adequate fit to portray how school districts operate
in the province. The Ontario Leadership Framework (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013) and
the School and District Effectiveness Framework (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014) are
policy documents that describe a vertically aligned system of education leadership. Furthermore,
the Ontario educational policy documents make clear references to differentiation, responsive
instruction, the use of logic models, and emphasise transformational leadership. In the Ontario
Leadership Framework (2013) it states, “Context is important when enacting the leadership
practices. The framework is explicitly ‘contingent.’ While the practices are what most successful
leaders do, they are to be enacted in ways that are sensitive to the specific settings in which they
are working” (p. 6). Bounded rationality is implicitly noted in this document as well, pointing
that developing leadership skills takes time, the skills change over time, and that trust of
stakeholders is also contingent upon time.
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The central tenets of the Rationality Paradigm of school effectiveness research and the
Ontario leadership policy documents posit that effectiveness is considered dependent upon
student outcomes and contextual environmental conditions. The understanding of how Ontario
educational policy and practice fit within a particular framework is important in terms of being
clear about which theoretical framework this study is grounded in. A logical declaration of where
the language, concepts, and position of how this the study was constructed, provides readers with
clarity of purpose and intent.
What Does a School Effectiveness Model Need to Include?
The application of the Rationality Paradigm as the theoretical model for this study elicits
a set of assumptions about what factors and processes should be included in the model.
Contingency theory allows for the description of school effectiveness processes to go beyond the
core of the organizational policies, procedures and structures. The ideal contingency-oriented
model should incorporate environmental factors and monitor how responsive intervention efforts
are (Scheerens, 2016). The model also needs to include both qualitative and quantitative methods
for exploration. The collection of quantitative data allows for some degree of replicability, so
that other districts may replicate conditions. Qualitative methods, on the other hand, naturally
allow for the intricate exploration of person-specific and context-specific understandings. The
dynamics of school conditions, as complex as trust and how it may influence decisions, are
individual and cannot be separated from the individual context. Last, applied research needs to
be applicable. It should be parsimonious enough that it could be adapted and deployed by school
leaders without overwhelming them with data and need for an outside expertise.
Unfortunately, much of school effectiveness research is quantitative, theoretical or
incredibly complex and not theory-driven (Merki, Emmerich, & Holmeier, 2015). Conducting
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complex quantitative measurement of school effectiveness has taken many forms, models and
interpretations. Merki et al. stated a multi-level method of measurement with a linear and
hierarchical structure connecting the school effectiveness in a district to student demographics
(e.g., SES and ethnicity). Theories within this approach distinguish between different levels of
the educational system, including regional and national systems. Variables within the
hierarchical model incorporate leadership, standardized testing scores and school climate data.
For this model to be relied upon, the measures used to assess leadership and school climate must
be highly reliable and valid. This means that the construction of the questionnaires or methods of
assessment of leadership and school climate would demonstrate psychometric fidelity and
consistency. A school district would need the support of a university researcher or purchase a
proprietary license to use reliable and valid measurement tools.
Other modeling attempts to examine school effectiveness quantitatively include
longitudinal studies. Longitudinal school improvement evaluation models are based on the
assumption that classrooms and schools are static and can only be investigated over time. A
multidimensional output perspective measures learning outcomes of students as a set of
interconnected variables. For example, a multidimensional model would use one curriculum
subject area, such as mathematics or literacy, as an outcome variable (Merki et al., 2015). Using
student performance on subject areas can help illuminate instructional efficacy of teachers in
specific subject areas but may not speak directly about principal leadership or school context.
In summary, both quantitative methods such as hierarchical models and longitudinal
studies do not demonstrate flexibility for the allowance of contextual internal variables within a
school community or within a district. As well, these models do not provide any explanations
about leadership or decision-making.
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Many school improvement/effectiveness researchers lament that an encompassing
evaluation research framework is required to connect theory with practice (Creemers, 2002).
Change management is a popular method to approach school effectiveness as it connects theory
with practice. For a school to have successfully managed change, the school would need to have
committed and adapted to the imposed changes and be able to demonstrate these sustained
changes with stability changes over time (Creemers, 2002). The outcomes of successful change
are predominantly measured in the form of improved student achievement. To assess the success
of a school is to associate the fidelity of the teacher practice with curriculum standards and link it
back to student performance on a standardized test. This is exactly what the Ontario Education
Quality and Assessment Office (EQAO) does. EQAO conducts large-scale assessments in
Grades 3, 6, 9 and 10 to provide information around curriculum delivery fidelity as measured
through student learning. Schools can then use the test data to identify areas of growth in student
achievement within the curriculum areas (see EQAO.com). EQAO scores are used as a metric
indicating change or school improvement by comparing results between schools, crosssectionally each year.
Using EQAO or other standardized achievement tests as the only outcome metric of
school effectiveness is problematic for several reasons. First, in using change management to
determine indicators of behavioural change in a school is susceptible to school conditions. The
strength of change management could be mediated or constrained by public choice and political
will (Creemers, 2002). For example, depending on one’s political viewpoint of education, EQAO
is a contentious issue in Ontario. Eizadirad (2019) states that by using EQAO data to assess the
quality of educational effectiveness is a market-driven, technocratic view of education. In my
personal experience, I witnessed a school obtain a zero one year on Grade Six EQAO
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assessment. The parent community at this particular school had decided to boycott the test and
none of the students in grade six had written the test. The scoring of the test for the school
includes a calculation where all students who are registered eligible to take the test in that grade
to serve as the denominator. The fact that the political will of the parents in this particular school
decided to remove their children from the testing environment influenced the school’s overall
score. Out of context, how would an outsider interpret the school’s published score as zero?
Would one make the assumption that the school is therefore ineffective?
Secondly, EQAO like all standardized test scores are inherently biased. This means that
the test construction is based on a dominant Eurocentric cultural understanding and knowledge.
Racialized, Indigenous and students who have immigrated to Canada are all at a disadvantage
when taking standardized tests. Standardized tests have a greater chance at missing a true
assessment of student learning and performance based on this testing bias (Eizadirad, 2019).
Eizadirad (2019) states that using standardized tests to assess student performance imposes a
homogeneity “to all the students in the school expecting all students to do well regardless of their
socio-economic status and access to opportunities and support systems” (Kindle edition).
According to the Census in 2016, 3.7 million people in Ontario were Allophones, meaning these
individuals’ first language was not one of the official languages of English or French. This
number had increased 400,000 since 2011 (fin.gov.on.ca/en/economy/demographics/census/).
Aside from testing bias, organizationally, at the district level, where there are
discrepancies between educational policy and school focus, the political will can either suffocate
or enhance change efforts by the school. District processes of organizational change and the
ability of the district to flexibly adapt can facilitate or stymie innovation which can in turn,
influence the expression of change at the school level. According to Hanna and Lester (2009),
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internal processes such as the efficacy of internal communication, how well an organization
monitors and evaluates policy and practices, or how effective professional learning programs
operate can all impact the systemic ability to learn and adapt. The internal district politics can
influence how change and subsequently mask efforts made by the school. If there is strong
evidence to suggest that there are threats to the validity of the EQAO assessment in equity for
student-level assessment, then using a singular standardized test instrument to measure an entire
school’s effectiveness is fraught with the same issue – it ignores context.
Taken together, Creemers (2002) argues against using EQAO or standardized test scores
as a metric for school effectiveness and instead suggests an evaluation framework that includes
several components to identify variables that influence student achievement outcomes. Creemers
(2002) posits that effective school improvement will occur if a school could demonstrate that one
or more change processes impacted the school context. Additional outcomes may include change
in teacher behaviour, school characteristics, student attitudes toward learning, or parental
involvement. Process variables include improvement strategies, target setting, internal or selfimposed regulatory processes (e.g., cyclical and evaluative school plans), implementation of
evaluation protocols or feedback loops, curriculum fidelity, the identification of change agents
(i.e., key people or events), successful organizational culture towards learning, or evidence of
decision-making and policy changes. Impact beyond the school context is conceptualized as
parent involvement, commitment and the ability of families to make decisions in collaboration
with the school and in service of the students’ needs, as well as connections with external
organizations in the community or the value of the relationship with governing bodies. School
improvement data collection should provide explanation about how processes, outcomes,
systems, and community factors improved performance.
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In summary, and in light of Creemers’ (2002) suggestions, given the complexity of
school improvement measurement and assessment presented briefly here, the idea that school
improvement translates clearly to student achievement in a linear fashion is difficult to defend.
There is no straight, clean line of evidence connecting district leadership à school leadership à
student achievement, yet this is precisely what current school effectiveness models in Ontario
look like. There is a dire need for school effectiveness researchers to develop and test models
that are responsive, yet structured enough, to provide consistent data about school contexts in
order to be able to demonstrate positive change over time. Using standardized test scores as a
distal metric of school improvement should be but one indicator of many.
Criticisms of School Effectiveness Models
Given the multiple directions and applications of school effectiveness models, Merki et
al. (2015) argue there need to be further considerations for school effectiveness measurement
such as the consideration of extraneous school and district variables. Extraneous variables such
as the inclusion of socioeconomic status often reveal inequities in access to resources plus issues
related to privilege, power and control, which are important to delineate in a measurement
model. More recent research in school effectiveness have examined more contextual and
organizational factors, such as school climate and the quality of the instructional program, on
student outcomes. School improvement research continues to suffer with issues related to lack of
consistent definitions, disconnections between student needs and what is being measured, and
dealing with political issues in the application of improvement theory (Townsend, 2007).
Within the unresolved issues inside current theoretical frameworks, definitions and
measurement models, there are still attempts to describe the interrelationship between factors in a
certain system. Given the breadth of the field, too many current studies only look at pieces of the
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system or a few outcome measures at a time making coherence difficult to comprehend. Even
when researchers apply more inclusive modeling to quantitatively calculate how effective a
school is, the empirical validation of these models are prone to overestimation effects due to the
aggregation of nested variables (Merki et al., 2015). Complex statistical modeling can be applied
as an attempt to detangle overestimation effects; however, these analyses make the theory
difficult to understand and apply. School effectiveness researchers who use state-wide (or
provincially mandated) large-scale assessments demonstrate political policy effects (Harris,
Adams, Jones, & Muniandy, 2015). With extra-large data sets created by state-wide assessment
means there is a high risk of “correlation fishing” intended to data-mine the causes of
achievement obscuring the impact and added value at the school level (Harris et al., 2015).
School effectiveness research has also been known to be deficit-based, focusing on how to “turn
around” or “fix” a school as opposed to understanding a school’s assets. Assumptions with the
deficit perspective ignores cultural identities within schools and the context of a school in its
community (Harris et al., 2015).
An excellent example of how traditional, quantitative, multi-level modeling can produce
errors is found in a study by Televantou, Marsh, Kyriakides, Nagengast, Fletcher, and Malmberg
(2015). The authors state that “compositional effects occur in a series of nested hierarchical
layers: school, classroom, and individual students. The effects are likely to be greatest at the
lower levels and to become smaller at the more distal layers, so they are smaller at the school
level than for example the class level” (p. 92). The authors found small and negative
compositional effects of achievement that sheds light on the question on how the educational
community identifies effectiveness factors as attributed to specific policies and instructional
practices. The authors conclude that when most research on school effectiveness focuses on
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standardized test scores as an outcome measure, there is little emphasis on other indicators of
effectiveness, such as what a teacher contributes to the class, school and community (Little, Goe,
& Bell, 2008). In conducting school effectiveness research, the advice is to be cautious and not
to fall prey to the demand for neatly packaged, non-theoretical and empirically weak solutions
that decontextualize effectiveness (Harris et al., 2015).
Scheerens and Marks (2017) also postulated that many school effectiveness models have
been subject to measurement flaws as researchers may not have clearly distinguished or adjusted
malleable variables between students or among teachers, administrators, or among district
program effects. Scheerens and Marks (2017) explored the magnitudes of these malleable
variables and their effect sizes and found that background variables such as SES tend to account
for more variance in a model while program interventions have smaller effects than anticipated.
Also, prior achievement is a strong predictor of student achievement, which is often ignored in
school effectiveness studies. A meta-analysis of intervention effects on school effectiveness
found that on average, there was no more than .10 effect size for policy-level malleable variables
such as school autonomy, evaluation and accountability, which are disappointingly low
(Scheerens, 2012).
School reforms take a long time to take effect, if they have any effect at all (Canadian
Council on Learning, 2009). Stability of the schools is hinged on the stability of the structure of
the educational system and cultural landscape of the conditions in which the schools sit. Reform,
if implemented consistently, is not likely to demonstrate statistically strong effects. Experimental
control is the strongest research design to explore which variables are actually having interaction
effects, but this design choice is not possible in naturally occurring school systems. In essence,
the field of school effectiveness is more often than not, left to make conclusions based on
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correlations. Beyond quantitative design and measurement dilemmas in determining school
improvement, Morrison and van der Werf (2016) make a compelling argument that causality in
school effectiveness is elusive, regardless of the method. The authors further state that an
ontological and epistemological understanding of causal language used in empiricism is not well
understood. Regularity and patterns in data cannot be considered causal in quantitative methods,
challenging the common interpretations of evaluative language in empirical research.
Thus, in summary, school improvement or effectiveness research is problematic since
there is a number of contentious issues concerning what criteria to evaluate a school on, what is
meaningful, what is causal, and if it is in fact even appropriate to use a label ‘causal’ when using
a quantitative method. Where models are deployed, they are often highly complex requiring data
science specializations, or are vague, unidimensional and much open to interpretation. While it is
expected that the school districts are able to demonstrate to stakeholders how they are
influencing the outcomes of ineffective or effective schools, there is a lack of relatively simple
methods that district leaders can reliably employ.
The Role of Principal Leadership in School Effectiveness
Earlier in this thesis, Contingency Theory under the Rationality Paradigm was explained
as the closest fit to the school effectiveness model employed by Ontario. Within Contingency
Theory in the school effectiveness literature, the concept of leadership is a fundamental property
where the leader is expected to assess the situational context and apply the appropriate leadership
decisions (Fielder & Mahar, 1979; Scheerens, 2012). A leader uses both personal and group
information to engineer tailored solutions with available resources and strengths (Ayman,
Chemers, & Fiedler, 1995). Situational or contextual leadership theory posits that leadership is
not entirely anchored in the person, but emerges to match the circumstances (Fielder, 1967;
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Scheerens, 2012). Leadership is the “driver for change” in school improvement, and principals
are the catalysts (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 2010, p. 45). Principal
leaders set the agenda for change and improvement while steering the community and building
the school’s capacity (Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2010). Thus, leadership is not only a
malleable variable in a school leadership model as Scheerens (2016) states but given the
expectation on the leader for school improvement, leadership is arguably the most influential
factor to the success and effectiveness of a school.
A recent review of leadership models in education (Scheerens, 2012) revealed that
Transformational Leadership was one of the most studied among other well-known models such
as teacher leadership, instructional leadership, and distributed leadership. The role of leadership
is increasingly the subject of focus as it has been found to impact organizational behaviour,
school conditions and, subsequently, student achievement. Transformational Leadership (TL) is
a style of leadership that leverages influence by persuading staff members to follow the leader
beyond self-interest and to give meaning to work (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Ng, 2017). There are
four components of influence that are characteristic to TL: a) Idealized influence, which is how a
leader exhibits confidence and charisma that arouses an emotional connection with their
followers, b) Inspirational motivation, or how a leader articulates organizational goals while
communicating high expectations of their followers, c) Intellectual stimulation, which is how a
leader encourages innovative thinking and breaks away from routines and norms to encourage
innovation from followers, and, d) Individualized consideration, which is how a leader attends to
needs of the followers through coaching and active listening (Bass, 1998). TL can be evidenced
at the individual, team, department, and organizational levels. The best mediator found to
facilitate TL and performance outcomes (i.e., task performance, citizenship behaviors, and
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innovation) was the social exchange mechanism which posits that feeling positive about one’s
leader has the strongest influence. TL has been found to strengthen other outcome variables such
as motivation, job satisfaction, organizational commitment, self-efficacy, and perceptions of
procedural and distributive justice (Bass, 1998).
The connection between TL and organization productivity has been documented well,
however, little research exists to provide consensus on what factors are most influential in TL
and performance (Ng, 2017). Outcomes of TL, such as task performance and citizenship
behavior, which is defined as the willingness to do something extra for the good of the
organization, serve as proxies for the measurement of engagement and organizational
commitment, and were demonstrated to be mediated by TL in a meta-analysis (Ng, 2017). Thus,
if changes in performance and followership are mediated by TL, then it stands to reason that if a
principal demonstrates TL, their leadership style has the potential to be a significant catalyst of
change in school improvement.
Like all leadership philosophies, there is an abundance of criticisms concerning TL.
Clapp-Smith et al. (2018), stated that there exist serious issues concerning replication and
rigorous re-testing of leadership models in general, and TL is no different. Replication problems
of the findings in the field of psychology have direct impact on the field of leadership, and in
turn affects much of educational research, including school and educational effectiveness
research predicated on leadership and psychology. In principle, replication must be done by
independent researchers who did not work on original results. For example, Leithwood was one
of the authors in his own meta-analysis examining the role of TL in school effectiveness models
(Sun & Leithwood, 2015).
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Hallinger (2011) reviewed 40 years of empirical research in order to help clarify the role
of leadership in school effectiveness research and found that leadership is said to be the hallmark
of an effective urban elementary school yet, little is really known how strong leadership
improves student learning. Hallinger (2011) questioned how TL operates within the
organizational and environmental context and personal characteristics of the leader, for example,
values, beliefs, and knowledge that may be mediated by school conditions. For TL to be
optimally effective, principals must take the time to understand the values that already exist in a
particular school, and if appropriate, over time, subtly try to change them. Dramatic changes are
usually effective short term, as baselines return without careful and strategic value management.
How metacognitive and aware of their own value systems and intentions principals are, predict
how well principals can employ these value systems in decision making. Thus, studying the
decisions made by principals is relevant and important in understanding leadership influence in
school effectiveness. Van Geel, Visscher, and Teunis (2017) found that school characteristics
influence the implementation of an evidence-based decision-making intervention. The authors
stress the importance of using data to guide decision-making toward the understanding of the
relationship between student learning and continuous school improvement. Data are used to
inform teachers about student needs, and as a consequence result in reflexively adjusting
instruction.
Sebastian, Huang, and Allensworth (2017) examined integrated leadership systems in
schools by connecting principal and teacher leadership to organizational processes and student
outcomes. Apart from their work, much of empirical research has examined leadership separately
from teacher leadership. Sebastian et al. (2017) stated that “empirical research with large-scale
datasets focusing on the relationship between school leadership, school processes, and student
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learning in urban high schools is relatively rare” (p. 464). Prior leadership studies have mostly
controlled for school contextual characteristics such as school size, student body demographic
characteristics, and selectivity (students’ prior achievement). Bryk et al., (2010) discuss the
influence of school contextual characteristics on effectiveness. The authors point out that the
moderating effects of context are largely ignored “due to the modeling complexity involved in
examining moderation and mediation together, such studies are not common; school contextual
characteristics have largely been included as covariates.” (p. 468). Most empirical research in
school leadership has focused on investigating a common relationship between leadership and
student learning without deliberating on the possible school condition differences between
elementary, middle, or high schools (Bryk et al., 2010).
Sun and Leithwood (2015) recently conducted a meta-analysis demonstrating the
influential effect of TL on student achievement, by examining how leadership is related to goal
setting in school improvement. The aim of TL is to help leaders to develop a “compelling
vision,” provide individualized support and intellectual stimulation to staff in order to engage in
achievement with shared goals (Sun & Leithwood, 2015). Establishing shared goals or
developing a vision is one of four terms related to “effective leadership” as part of school
leadership rooted in transformational theory (Leithwood & Sun, 2012). The meta-analysis
reviewed individual and aggregated correlations of individual states, teacher-perceived leader
effectiveness, job satisfaction, commitment, teacher empowerment, trust, teacher perception of
student change, and teacher efficacy in relation to leadership characteristics such as a shared
vision, high expectations for achievement. It was found that teacher individual states (i.e., job
satisfaction, commitment to teacher empowerment and teacher efficacy) were related to high
expectations. Shared vision was related to collective states (e.g., group potency and teacher
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collective efficacy) and high expectations, but not related to direction setting. Leithwood and
Sun’s work did not reveal how achievement was calculated or operationalized in the metaanalysis, so it is unclear how the claims to achievement outcomes were made. What is of
particular interest is that through the analyses, direction setting as a leadership skill demonstrated
weak and statistically non-significant consequences on student achievement (Sun & Leithwood,
2015). The authors claimed that leadership is somehow mediated by something else that requires
further identification. In 2017, Leithwood and McCullough began to identify the role of school
conditions as a potential link to achievement, however, they have not yet identified how school
conditions operate to influence school effectiveness.
The vast majority of school effectiveness research has been conducted in the United
States and the United Kingdom, and most is quantitative in design. There are issues with the
applicability of these models to Canadian educational theory, context and practice since Canada
has different social, political, and economic contexts than the United States (Sackney, 2007).
Sackney summarizes that there are a handful of researchers who have contributed to school
effectiveness theory in Canada, namely authors such as Fullan (2001), Hargreaves (2003), and
Hargreaves, Earl, Moore, and Manning (2001) and Leithwood (2013).These Canadian authors
have demonstrated a connection between change, school climate and school improvement, the
culmination of which has laid the foundation for the current Ontario School Effectiveness
Framework (2013) which will be covered in the following section.
Research gaps illuminating principal leadership with school effectiveness within
Canadian models is beginning to emerge. Leithwood and McCullough (2017) demonstrated
correlational links between twelve proposed school conditions, district characteristics and
student outcomes in Ontario. The authors stated the relationship between student outcomes of
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engagement, well-being and achievement as measured by EQAO, and the effectiveness of a
district as a whole is mediated the context of the school, otherwise known as school conditions.
In order to demonstrate the effect of these twelve school conditions, Leithwood and
McCullough (2017) collected both interview and survey data of school and district leaders from
48 of the 72 school districts in Ontario. The survey and interview data asked principals,
superintendents and directors to self-report on the characteristics of an effective district and their
perceptions of school conditions. School condition questions assessed perceptions about
leadership, how much emphasis was put toward academics, how safe and orderly the school
environments were perceived to be, how collaboratively staff worked together, the quality of
planning and instruction, how committed staff were to the school, levels of trust among the staff
group were, levels of collective efficacy and finally, what how much expectations parents of the
school had for their children (Leithwood & McCullough, 2017).
The data from the surveys were then analyzed in connection to EQAO reading and
mathematics scores, as well as the EQAO engagement and well-being survey questions. There
was no direct relationship between the effectiveness of the district and student outcomes,
however when factoring the perceptual data about the school conditions a significant
correlational relationship emerged. The authors concluded that school conditions mediate the
relationship between the effectiveness of a district and student achievement and well-being. The
findings from this study denote that the nested leadership framework is more complex and
contingent on leadership and school conditions than originally conceptualized.
Context of this Study: Ontario Principal Leadership and Turnaround Schools
There are two contexts that need to be explored in relation to this study. First, the way in
which leadership is contextualized in the province of Ontario requires understanding if the aim is
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to understand the lived experience of elementary principals. Second, in many areas in Ontario,
there are schools identified as having higher needs than others, especially those located in
neighbourhoods with economic disparities. Some district school boards in Ontario have
recognized that additional financial resources are needed to support schools located in
communities with high rates of poverty and lower achievement. The context of schools located
in high poverty areas are qualitatively different due to higher demands on staff and resources,
thus the type of school a principal works in is different. Both these contexts will be explored
respectively.
The Ministry of Education Ontario provides a leadership framework to govern school
policy and practice. The leadership framework is a nested theoretical model delineating what
leadership should look like at the individual level, the school level and the system level. The
Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF, 2013) specifies what optimal leadership characteristics a
school or system leader needs to master. According to the OLF, system and school leaders need
to be proficient with a) setting goals, b) aligning resources and priorities, c) promoting
collaborative learning cultures, d) using data, and e) engaging in courageous conversations. The
OLF also mentions the idea that leadership is “contingent” on the school environment and should
be flexibly employed (OLF, 2013, p. 8).
The School Effectiveness Framework (SEF) explicitly connects to the OLF using
common language between the two policy documents. The SEF specifies that school leaders are
expected to influence and mobilize school staff to: a) engage in system thinking, b) accept
accountability while engaging in continuous improvement, c) share responsibility around
instructional leadership, d) reflect and use data and evidence to inform student needs, and e)
collectively build on an inclusive, safe and supportive learning environment (SEF, 2013). The
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SEF provides school leaders with a structure to design, implement and monitor school
improvement plans in an effort to improve school-level student well-being and achievement.
The Ontario leadership and school effectiveness policy frameworks support
differentiation of goals for a given school but do not explicitly acknowledge how school leaders
are to assess and manage the contextual factors of their school community that could influence
the effectiveness or improvement of their work. For a principal, as a leader of a school, the OLF
and SEF policies provide lists of behaviours leaders are expected to demonstrate, but do not
provide guidance toward how goals for schools are shaped by contextual school factors or
environmental factors such as working with vulnerable populations, or working within
organizational and resource constraints.
Within an Ontario context, in the SEF policy document, the words “transformational” and
“leadership” are not used together, however its glossary defines “collaborative instructional
leadership” as a “particular type of influence process in which principal and educators engage in
collaborative work focused on student learning and achievement across grade levels through
reflection, dialogue and inquiry” (p. 47). Within the OLF (2012), cognitive, social and
psychological leadership behaviours are organized into the three Personal Leadership Resources
(PRLs). Cognitive PLR includes problem-solving expertise where principals are expected to
identify goals, articulate values, identify constraints, remain calm when faced with challenges,
demonstrate knowledge about systemic, technical, familial, organizational, and rational
conditions. Social PLR includes perceiving emotions, recognizing one’s own emotions and
responses, using emotional intelligence to interact with others, and use of persuasion to
encourage critical reflection. Psychological PLR includes an orientation toward optimism, selfefficacy, demonstrating resiliency and being proactive. In comparison with Transformational
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Leadership (TL), the PLRs are comparable with the four tenets which are to demonstrate (a)
idealized influence, (b) inspirational motivation, (c) individual consideration, and (d) intellectual
stimulation. The point here is not to conduct a deep analysis of leadership theory between TL
and the OLF, which could be a study in itself, but to propose that the Ontario model is rooted in
TL ideology. From an Ontario context, principal leaders are expected to lead and improve their
schools through rational and cognitive change management practices, leveraging social influence
and engaging in self-reflection.
It has been established in the literature, that an effective principal is critical to school
efficacy (Hallinger & Heck, 1996). Turnaround happens when there is a shift in understanding
why the school was low performing, how the principal understood their role in influencing
change, and how the district rallied to support the school and the principal. All principals/leaders
inevitably draw from the same set of skills and practices. Inept principal leadership is typically
blamed for ineffective schools, yet, there has been little understanding of what principals actually
know and understand about the conditions of their own schools, to make such a definitive
statement. What do principals know of their available resources, supports, district coherence,
compliance, issues with unions, and program evaluation? What decisions do principals make in
order to motivate teachers to improve their practice? Therefore, if TL is the best leadership
philosophy to mitigate change, and change is the reason that a school is effective, then TL is the
correct model to look for in contingency theory. In conclusion, due to the fact that TL is the most
comprehensive operationalization of leadership for principals, accompanied by a robust research
record with school improvement, for the purposes of this study, TL is the framework selected to
conceptualize principal leadership.
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Like many other districts in Ontario, the district where this study occurred was
collectively focused on improving the outcomes of schools in high poverty areas. Part of this
district’s strategy is to provide multiple resources to schools which are characterized as
‘Turnaround School.’ At the time of this study, there were 20 Turnaround Schools (TS), based
on a mathematical model of neighbourhood demographics such as low income, low parental
education, and a high proportion of students who were English-Language Learners or
newcomers. The district’s turnaround strategy was designed to reach beyond the identification of
demographics and the provision of resources, to include the use of research to understand
leadership and school outcomes.
A review of studies showed that transformational school leadership has a positive effect
on school improvement including teacher beliefs, practices, and school conditions, and distally,
student achievement (Sun & Leithwood, 2012). Effective leaders are skilled in setting a school
vision and fostering a supportive organizational environment to bolster teacher capacity and
connect with the broader community. Without a clear vision, the principal will likely struggle to
build a positive school climate and without a positive learning climate, the school may fail to
nurture strong instructional commitment among staff. Without a strong leader to build
collaboration, commitment and stable learning conditions the school will be unsuccessful in
demonstrating performance and unable to manage change. Low performing schools that
improved were found to have focused their efforts on staffing their schools with effective leaders
(Meyers & Hitt, 2018).
Hitt and Tucker (2016) synthesized prior studies to demonstrate that there are specific
actions principals do to demonstrate effective leadership that can turn a school around. First,
originally underperforming schools have under effective leaders successfully established a clear
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vision, created a mission, set goals based on the vision, and then set performance expectations.
Second, effective leaders used available student achievement data to inform staff about how to
continuously improve. Third, effective leaders facilitated a high-quality learning environment
that was safe, orderly and culturally reflective of the community, while establishing a strong
curriculum program characterized by high quality instruction. Fourth, effective leaders have built
professional capacity in their school through careful selection of staff, built trust among the
collective, provided ample learning time, and held staff accountable in creating strong
communities of practice. Fifth, effective leaders created a supportive space for organization
learning and effectively allocated resources strategically strengthening school culture. Last,
effective principals extended and fortified external partnerships within the community and with
families.
Focusing beyond what an effective leader does in a typical school may not necessarily
apply to actions that a principal takes in a chronically low performing school. Sanders (2016)
found that leadership, partnerships, and organizational development are the fundamental
components of effectiveness in TS. Sanders defined TS as “full-service community schools,”
described as educational environments that first focus on supporting student basic needs.
Academic performance follows if basic needs are successfully met, and the rationale is that,
“Full-service community schools seek to provide more comprehensive and coordinated services
to children and families in low-income and marginalized communities while reducing
fragmentation and delays in services.” (p. 157). The idea that leadership differs in low
performing schools has not been so far explored by leadership frameworks in Ontario.
A qualitative, multiple case study exploring full-service schools in an urban school
district is the essential foundation for Richardson’s (2009) model of Highly Effective
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Community Schools (HECS). Richardson found that a HEC school can provide youth with more
equitable outcomes that also build stability and cohesion by creating culturally relevant and
community-based opportunities for learning. The researcher also found that HECS typically
include extended learning opportunities that focus on health, mental health, social services,
family engagement and community-centered events and activities. The variation of what the
school communities offer, depends on the complex needs of the students and families. In
addition, the assets of the students and their families could be used to improve student, family
and community well-being, as well as improve student achievement outcomes. HECS schools
have been found to empirically improve the well-being of families that face persistent life
challenges and have access to the limited resources to deal with them (Richardson, 2009).
Richardson (2009) conducted an in-depth qualitative analysis using grounded theory to
derive a model of what factors precipitate the success of a HECS. She found that strong
leadership is the first and most important driver for the success of these schools. High quality
leadership must include demonstrated strengths in structural leadership, relational leadership,
political leadership, and symbolic leadership. Structurally, a good leader must also demonstrate
excellent managerial and supervisory behaviours regarding the school’s logistics and resources.
Being a great manager is one thing, but an excellent relational leader is required to build and
maintain strong relationships within the school, within the district, and among the community
organizations. Relational leadership is employed to leverage the strategic use of political power
at critical points to secure resources. Last, the effective leader must also model and demonstrate
their beliefs symbolically within their vision and values. The symbolic leader draws followers by
demonstrating congruency in behaviour and communication of their intentions. Richardson
(2009) does not specifically state that the combination of effective leadership behaviors in a
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turnaround school is transformational, but there is an apparent ideological alignment between
what she terms as an effective leader and what is defined as a transformational leader.
In conclusion, in Ontario, school effectiveness is determined to be a function of how
well students perform on standardized scores as distal proxy outcomes of school leadership.
School improvement and success is implicitly expected to be contingent upon the school
conditions, or more accurately, the demographic needs of a particular neighbourhood in which
the school is situated. What is not clear in the literature to date is how schools explicitly differ in
their school improvement efforts in different neighbourhoods that may not be explicit by student
performance on standardized tests. What activities and decisions are principals making in these
different types of schools that are contributing to school improvement? Do they differ? If yes,
how do they differ, and more importantly, can we make decisions more visible? This study was
designed to examine the role of principal leadership in context to the school environment and
elucidate what actions and decisions principals are making to improve their schools. The
secondary purpose of this investigation is to explicate what other possible measures or variables
can be considered when assessing a school to be effective.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Qualitative Pragmatism
I assume that amid all uncertainties there is one permanent frame of reference:
namely, the organic connection between education and personal experience; or,
that the new philosophy of education is committed to some kind of empirical and
experimental philosophy. But experience and experiment are not self-explanatory
ideas. Rather, their meaning is part of the problem to be explored. To know the
meaning of empiricism we need to understand what experience is. (Dewey, 1938,
p. 8)
I agree with Dewey, and a practical approach to a problem is where the researcher’s
reflection on his/her experience and knowledge of theory provide the foundation guiding the
inquiry. Dewey (1938) makes the connection between education and personal experience, and in
keeping with this tradition, this study is designed to investigate the research question from a
pragmatist perspective. This study follows a qualitative methodology paradigm, and as such, the
voice will shift from third person to first-person from this point forward.
To me, pragmatism means that my lenses come from a scientific and naturalistic place,
where peer-review is essential, and knowledge is empirically created. I prefer the simplicity of
Creswell’s (2013) definition of pragmatism, which is a “focus on the outcomes of the research –
the actions, situations, and consequences of the inquiry – rather than antecedent conditions” (p.
28). Pragmatism is concerned with realistic solutions where truth is not locked into a particular
philosophy or approach (Creswell, 2013). In my pragmatist and post-positivist approach to this
research, I intend the end-product of this work to be useful in practice, add to existing theory,
and subject my new theory to peer-reviewed scrutiny.
Pragmatism clearly comes through with my research question about how school
effectiveness could be better understood from the perspective of the principal. The complexity of
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this research is impossible to compartmentalize or separate from context. I cannot remove the
principal from the ideology of school effectiveness, the inherent historical, social, and political
context in which the principal works in the district. Nor can I separate my historical, political,
social, and empirical context, as one district researcher and scholar-in-training, from this
research. Context is everything for this study, and as such, must be identified explicitly as part of
the analysis.
Research Design
Based on Creswell (2013), a qualitative method approach is a good choice for addressing
my main research question, as I am seeking to extend existing theory. That is, I intend to explain
and provide insights into mechanisms and missing linkages in the school improvement theory. In
deciding on the research design, I strived for “methodological congruence” (Creswell, 2013, p.
50), in which I feel confident that this design, and the choices I have made, pull the research
question, method and theory together in a way that is consistent. I believe that distal standardized
quantitative methods are not the quintessential way of assessing the success of a school, since
there are phenomena occurring at the school that need to be considered but could be easily
missed in such an approach, as empirically acknowledged by Leithwood and McCullough
(2017). Principals are making their schools better places, and their decisions about what and how
they are doing this need to be connected to the story of school improvement. To accomplish this,
I need flexibility in research design that qualitative methods provide (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).
Qualitative research is concerned with process, meaning, fieldwork, description and
inductive reasoning (Creswell, 2013). However, such studies if properly conducted ensure the
depth and understanding. Decisions made in qualitative research are not standardized and
therefore, the researcher must take great care in describing and documenting their analytic
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strategies. Strong writing that can clearly create a path for another researcher to replicate the
work in another context is a yolk of responsibility that the author and researcher must wear in
order to keep the valued tenets of qualitative research at the forefront (Willig & Stainton-Rogers,
2017). In sum, this research is intended to improve the quality of practice and inform policy
while epistemologically, I seek to understand school effectiveness that is contextually bound in
reality (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Grounded Theory
The data analysis will focus on the meaning, understanding and processes of the
principal’s decisions for school effectiveness. Grounded theory was introduced by Glaser and
Strauss (1967). Using an inductive stance, the analysis of qualitative data results in development
of “substantive” theory, which is iterative, referent, specific and describes every-day situations
(Charmaz, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Grounded theory is also very useful for examining
the role of practice, and to unpack process and change over time. It is useful for the creation of
new ideas and challenging the status quo (Willig & Stainton-Rogers, 2017). As Charmaz (2014)
instructs, “Grounded theory offers a set of general principles, guidelines, strategies, and heuristic
devices rather than formulaic prescriptions.” (p. 3). Moreover, grounded theory provides a
flexible opportunity to study the data, to compare, define and interpret data in categories. The
categories become more theoretical with each level of analysis, and subsequently, abstraction
emerges, and a theory is the result (Charmaz, 2014).
Analysis in grounded theory begins with simply reading the data and thinking about
levels of analysis and abstraction. Approaching the analysis with an open mind, reading of the
transcripts begins with a list of things to look for and code. Corbin and Strauss (2008) provide
some recommended areas to look for in the analysis. An analyst needs to consider the meanings
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of words and decide if there are any alternative meanings. In the case of the transcribed
interviews, meaning is related to the language that the respondents use.
The primary focus of this research is to compare the experiences, opinions, decisions,
activities and perceptions of principals in context to their schools. According to Corbin and
Strauss (2008), in conducting the grounded theory method, the intention is to examine interrelationships within the data and among the participants need to be connected at both the micro
and macro level. Through axial coding, which is generally defined as connecting the data
together into coherent categories and relationships through constant comparison will result in
emergent categories. This iterative process will be accompanied by continuing to write memos to
document decisions, frames and the thinking that accompanied the coding. Given the idea that
context is the heart of this inquiry, contextualizing the data and emergent themes within a
substrate of organizational levels will be possible and meaningful in discovering theoretical
differences between these two types of schools. A saturation point was expected to materialize
defined by the point at which no new information emerges, and the properties of the categories
remain unchanged (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Following this point, I will be able to delineate
commonalities and disparities within the data, which will define the beginning of the theorybuilding.
Limitations of Grounded Theory
Carelessness in interviews can introduce bias and mar the clarity of the analysis (Allan,
2003). Early work by Glaser and Strauss (1967) posit that researchers looking to deploy
grounded theory as an analytic framework should not have a priori hypotheses. Given that this
work is building on previous theory, extricating oneself completely from having some prior
expectations of the research is nonsensical. This contradiction can be nullified by ensuring
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openness about the positionality of the researcher. Being clear and transparent with the purpose
of the research being conducted is also advisable. Grounded theory does not provide a specific
“clearly defined coding process” (p. 8). Since grounded theory is rooted in emergent reality, and
as such, reality changes with time, one of the criticisms of this method, or more generally with
qualitative research, is the interactionism of the researcher’s interpretation with the interviewee
cannot be observed directly and therefore, the non-static nature of this moment in time can
become overly flexible (Layder, 1982). The argument against strong a priori expectations with
grounded theory is also its weakness. If theory is derived ephemerally from the data, then
different interpretations could emerge with different viewpoints.
Participants
The data derived from interviews for this study occurred in one school district in Ontario.
This district is considered medium in size relative to the 72 English public and separate school
districts in Ontario with an enrolment of approximately 50,000 students and is mainly comprised
of urban schools. Prior to the undertaking of this research, the district had pre-determined 20
elementary schools as TS. Schools that met particular socio-demographic characteristics from the
2006 Census were selected as criteria for inclusion. Socio-demographic characteristics included:
a low median family income, the family mobility (i.e., renters and how often they move), singleparent family, and the mother’s level of education. The proportion of families who rate high in
these categories were compared to other schools in the district and subsequently ranked in order
of need.
In November of 2018, on behalf of the District Research Department, I sent out a system
study recruitment memo to all 20 of the district-identified TS elementary school principals and
20 randomly selected NTS elementary school principals explaining the purpose of the research
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and invited principals to participate in the interview study. Random selection of the 20 NTS
schools were chosen by allocating a number to each NTS school in an excel spreadsheet and
executing a random selection of 20 schools from the list of numbers. The first 20 numbers that
emerged were matched back with the schools. The methodology of the random selection of the
NTS schools was disclosed in the November recruitment memo for transparency purposes. The
recruitment memo published a survey sign-up link. The principals occupying the randomly
selected schools were invited to participate in the interview for the research. Those that
consented to participate via e-mail sign up were scheduled for an interview at their school during
a time and date of their choosing for optimal convenience. Initially, there were only three NTS
principals who volunteered to be included in the study compared to the 13 principals from TS
who volunteered to participate. I went through the randomly selected list of NTS on the list and
reached out by telephone to principals one at a time. I believed a conversation about participation
and providing some details about the study may help to encourage some further volunteers. I was
extremely clear with principals in these phone calls that there was absolutely no obligation to
participate. I was successful with obtaining five more volunteers by placing follow-up phone
calls. It is important to note that I did not have any previous contact with any of the principals in
this study principals prior to the recruitment memo or the invitation phone calls, they were
basically strangers to me prior to the interviews. I had never visited any of the schools either, so I
did not enter into the interviews with much information about the schools or the principals
themselves.
I initially wanted to offer interviews to all elementary principals, however, given the
amount of time and effort required to conduct the interviews and the fact that there was close to
100 elementary schools in this district (the exact number of schools is redacted), I did not want to
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over-subscribe and over-promise participation. Except for two interviews who wished to be
interviewed at the district head office out of scheduling convenience, the interviews took place in
the principals’ respective schools. All interviews were held in a quiet space of the principal’s
choosing and only comprised of myself as the interviewer and the principal.
Ethics and Data Collection
This study will employ a secondary data analysis of the transcripts of the 21 interviews
previously collected by myself for the district research. Secondary data use in this study refers to
information that was collected for the purpose of internal organizational effectiveness research at
the district level. The research that was undertaken at the district was part of an ongoing study to
examine the assets of TS. Organizational research such as this must transparently defend the
spending of public resources and evaluate the decisions with their board of trustees. As stated
above, the semi-structured one-to-one interviews with principals were held as part of an
administrative program evaluation. I conducted the interviews with principals in their schools
between the months of December 2018 and February 2019.
Following the interviews, I manually transcribed each audio recorded interview. Only I
had access to the audio files and transcripts. While transcribing, I was very contentious and
rigorous with redacting and de-identifying every sentence to ensure the principal, district, district
staff, school or the district as a whole would not be identified. Once the transcripts were
complete and checked twice, the audio files were deleted. The careful transcription process that
included redacting any identifying information meant there was an extremely low risk of
identification or connecting findings to an identifiable person, school or the district. The district
Research Ethics Board provided a letter of approval for use of de-identified data for this
research. The interview questions for the semi-structured interviews that were used by the district
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are attached in Appendix B. This research was also cleared by the University of Windsor Ethics
Board (REB #35811), see Appendix A.
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CHAPTER 4
ANALYSIS
For this study, I analyzed transcripts of the interviews with the 21 principals. Each
transcript was numbered 1-21 with an indicated the type of school (1 = TS, 0 = NTS) in which
the principal worked. Each transcript contained information about the principals’ gender (M, F,
U), the school level (K-8, K-5, or 5-8), and the length of the interviews. There was a total of
1,601 minutes of audio recordings with an average of 76 minutes per interview. Of the 21
interviewees, 13 were females and 8 males. Thirteen interviews were undertaken in TS (with ten
female principals and three male principals) and eight in NTS (with four female and four male
principals). Of the interviews, the TS interviews took 22.28 minutes longer on average than the
NTS interviews. Also, females on average gave longer interviews than the males (see Table 1).
Table 1. Differences in Interview Time by Gender and School Type.
Interview Time
Average Time Female
Average Time Male
Average Time TS
Average Time NTS

Minutes
78.94
70.89
84.56
62.28

Open Coding
The interview transcripts were situated in 21 separate Microsoft Word documents. The
first step in my analysis included printing all 284 pages of interview transcripts. The 21
interviews had been redacted for any identifying information about the school and the district. I
placed the transcripts in binder with separators between each of the 21 interviews. I read each
interview once and re-read them a second time writing a few brief memos about my initial
thoughts and questions. During this process, I began to see what the coding possibilities were
and thought about my research question in relation to what I observed in the transcripts.
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I uploaded the transcripts into the qualitative analysis software, Atlas.ti version 8.4.4 for
Mac, to conduct the open coding and memoing. The analysis in the software began by
identifying text excerpts and coding them without adhering to a priori framework. Coding took
several weeks overall to complete. After about one third of open coding, I wrote a personal
introspection and reflection on my own experience and expertise of the inquiry area as a district
researcher.
Bracketing
The purpose of the personal introspection and reflection was to facilitate the bracketing
my own experience as a district researcher. Bracketing can be described as a method in which
the researcher explicitly and honestly examines her experiences, feelings, biases, and
understandings about some of the phenomena under investigation (Tufford & Newman, 2010).
My job with this district school board required introspection and bracketing on the way in which
I was able to see the data, the way in which I thought about the codes, the stories that the
principals told me, and being able (or not) to see myself in the data. I believe this time of
reflection enhanced my acuity in the interpretation of the data (Tufford & Newman, 2010).
As a research manager, in my workplace, I experienced extreme constraints with respect
to my own independent decision-making. For this study, I felt driven and exceedingly curious
about understanding better the work environment I worked in. My participants’ comments about
their work conditions enlightened me both as the researcher and as a staff member. As an
academically trained researcher, I adhered to standards of academic rigour and I discovered very
late in this research analysis that this ideology was not always in alignment with the political will
of some senior leaders in the district.
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According to Suddaby (2006), grounded theory done correctly should focus on
interpretation of lived meaning. Qualitative researchers and grounded theorists advocate that
bracketing should occur appropriately within the analysis phase of the research (Charmaz, 2014;
Tufford & Newman, 2010). Bracketing that occurs in the analysis phase is part of the iterative
process of analysis, reflexivity and informs interpretation. I was cognizant about my own
thinking and was able to recognize when to parcel out the differences between what my
expectations in the data were, compared to my experiences working as a district researcher
supporting principals in their schools, and in relation to the experiences of the principals and
their communicated realities.
With the conclusion of open coding, I ended up with 60 codes. The codes are listed and
defined in Appendix C. Post open coding, I continued to explore the data further and I separated
the codes from the questions asked in the interview to look for patterns. I did not want to
disassociate the meaning of the principal’s experiences with what felt as ‘micro-coding’ or
dissecting words from the context. Therefore, in my analysis process, I coded longer sentences
and sometimes several sentences strung together. My rationale for this approach was to better
understand context, and therefore, by analyzing larger chunks, I was able to derive more
meaning and multiple codes emerged. Charmaz (2014) recommends choosing an analytic
method that suits the data and the task. Considering the size of each transcript and how many I
had, I believed this was the best way to manage the data. To illustrate how I coded the
transcripts, see Figure 1 in the Appendix.
While open coding, I had begun to notice a possible difference in what the women said
compared to the men, which opened another venue of inquiry. In following this inquiry, I
intended to ascertain if this was an emerging pattern and rule out the possibility that I was
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projecting my own bias onto the data. In my methodology, I had planned to analyze the different
school types, and I had sorted and analyzed the transcripts according to school type, however,
gender emerged as a new theme.
Analytic Process – Focused Coding and Axial Coding
Since my research question was primarily focused on leadership and decision-making, I
started with the codes in four primary areas. From the Atlas.ti software, I exported the codes with
their associated quotations into Excel to explore them conceptually. The four primary areas were:
1) “Transformational Leadership” (158 instances coded); 2) “Academic Leadership” (125
instances codes); 3) “Intentional Improvement Actions” (217 instances codes); and 4) “Decisions
Made by Principal” (180 instances coded). I exported these four code areas into separate Excel
spreadsheets for more in-depth analysis. The goal of examining the codes within these themes
was to understand the consistency of codes within each theme and to observe what, if any, were
the patterns that co-occurred with each code. By separating the codes and analyzing their cooccurring codes, I was able to compare and contrast the themes-concepts for similarity and
saturation. I will first provide a coding example to demonstrate how it was done and then I will
provide a description of how I analyzed for similarity and saturation.
Axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) involves seeking relationships in the data and
determining which codes relate to other codes. Code relationships informed me about emerging
concepts and also alerted me about saturation. Through my analysis, the consistent co-occurring
codes across the four major concepts began to demonstrate that I had reached a point of
saturation. This will be demonstrated further with the presentation of the results following details
about how I conducted axial coding. The details around concept meaning and how this analysis
relates to the development of theory will be discussed in Chapter Five.
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In this section I explain and provide the results for each concept. The concept analysis
process included four analytic steps: I separated all the co-occurring codes in one cell into
individual cells in each row (i.e., text to columns) to examine the co-occurring code patterns (see
Figure 2 in the Appendix). I recorded the number of co-occurring codes in each column and
began to think about how these themes relate to each other or seem to cluster in a meaningful
way. I colour-coded natural clusters and began to memo further about what I was noting in the
data.
1. Added a new column to identify each transcript and their associated codes with gender. If
a principal was female, a “1” was assigned to that row/case (see Figure 3 in the
Appendix). I colour-coded natural clusters and began to memo further about what I was
noting in the data.
2. Added another column to identify each new transcript and their associated codes to
identify if that row/case was associated with a TS. If the principal was working in a TS, a
“1” was assigned in that column beside each row/case. This was done to compare and
contrast the codes and their co-occurring codes by school type (see Figure 3 in the
Appendix).
3. Added another column to identify each new transcript and their associated codes to
identify if that row/case was associated with a TS. If the principal was working in a TS, a
“1” was assigned in that column beside each row/case. This was done to compare and
contrast the codes and their co-occurring codes by school type (see Figure 2 in the
Appendix).
4. I compared and contrasted themes by gender and school type. I examined frequencies and
the median number of codes within each concept (see Figure 5) to note the differences.
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Please refer to Figure 1 in the Appendix to view an example of how the coding was done.
The selected quote features a direct quote from a female principal #9 working in a TS. Within
this selected text, the principal made a statement about something that she did to improve her
school evidence of a community partnership in yellow), which indicated this relationship is
designed to support a non-specific action intended to improve her school yet was not an explicit
part of her school improvement plan, and so this text was coded as an “Intentional Improvement
Actions” (Code #24). Within the same excerpt, I also coded for “Transformational Leadership
Evidence” (Code #55), as it resonated with the tenets of that leadership style (in blue). It was
clear that the respondent was leveraging two areas of “Transformational Leadership.” First, she
spoke of Idealized Influence whereby a leader exhibits confidence and charisma that arouses an
emotional connection with their followers. Second, the principal spoke of Individual
Consideration in which a leader attends to the needs of the followers with active listening and
coaching. Furthermore, this excerpt was also coded for “Decisions Made by Principal” (Code
#13) with her decision to visit classrooms, and the decision to visit classrooms was in service of
“Academic Leadership,” (also coded, in red). There were other codes within this selected text,
however, this was just an illustration demonstrating how some of the coding was done.
My main research question was focused on understanding the connection between school
context and leadership decisions as they relate to school improvement/effectiveness. An issue I
came across in this analysis was the fact that most of the interview transcripts were of women.
Of the thirteen TS, ten were women. The purpose of qualitative research as I understand it, is not
to be able to generalize to a wider audience, but to understand and explain. Thus, context in this
study now included an understanding and explanation of how gender is a contextual factor in
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leadership decision-making and improvement. However, I can only speculate about the reasons
why so many women volunteered for this study.
In TS at this district at the time of the interviews, 75% of female principals were leading
in TS. Of all the elementary principals in this district, 61% were female. Therefore, there was an
over-representation of female principals in TS in this district. Although the district made
intentional decisions to place the “best” principals in these TS, to my knowledge, there was no
systematic data or rationale given about how these principals were selected or how great
leadership was defined as criterion for selection.
My research question is primarily focused on principal leadership and decision-making,
so I started with the codes in four primary areas. In the Atlas.ti software, I was able to export the
list of codes with their quotation and their associated codes into Excel spreadsheets to explore
them conceptually. The four primary areas were: 1) “Transformational Leadership” (n = 158); 2)
“Academic Leadership” (n = 125); 3) “Intentional Improvement Actions” (n = 217); and 4)
“Decisions Made by Principal” (n = 180). I exported these four code areas into separate Excel
spreadsheets for more in-depth analysis. The goal of examining the codes within these themes
was to understand the consistency of codes within these themes and to observe what, if any, were
the patterns that co-occurred with each code. By separating the codes and analyzing their cooccurring codes, I was able to compare and contrast the concepts for similarity and saturation. I
will first provide a coding example to demonstrate how it was done and then I will provide a
description of how I analyzed similarity and saturation.
Axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) involves seeking relationships in the data and
determining which codes relate to other codes. Code relationships informed me about emerging
concepts and also alerted me about saturation. Through my analysis, the consistent co-occurring
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codes across the four major concepts began to demonstrate that I had reached a point of
saturation. This will be demonstrated further with the presentation of the results following details
about how I conducted axial coding.
The concept analysis process included five analytic steps. The results for each concept
will be presented following the process explanation. In chapter five, I will discuss the meaning
and the development of theory derived from this analysis in detail.
Analytic Process – Concept Development
1. I separated all the co-occurring codes in one cell into individual cells in each row (i.e.,
text to columns) to examine the co-occurring code patterns (see Figure 2 in the
Appendix).
2. I recorded the number of co-occurring codes in each column and began to think about
how these themes related to each other or clustered in a meaningful way (see Figure 3 in
the Appendix). I colour-coded natural clusters and began to memo further about what I
was noting in the data.
3. I added a new column to identify each transcript and their associated codes with gender.
If a principal was female, a “1” was assigned to that row/case (see Figure 2 in the
Appendix).
4. Next, I added another column to identify each new transcript and their associated codes
to identify if that row/case was associated with a TS. If the principal was working in a
TS, a “1” was assigned in that column beside each row/case. This was done to compare
and contrast the codes and their co-occurring codes by school type (see Figure 2 in the
Appendix).
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5. I then compared and contrasted themes by gender and school type. I examined
frequencies and the median number of codes within each concept (see Figure 4 in the
Appendix) to note the differences. The details around concept meaning and how this
analysis relates to the development of theory will be discussed in Chapter Five.
During (and following) axial coding, I returned to the literature and began to link the
concepts into a coherent story. Charmaz (2014) suggests that grounded theory is about
reconnecting data back to the literature. Having a large dataset, I made choices about what I was
focusing on that was of particular relevance to my research question. In this research, my aim
was to understand leadership and decision-making about school improvement within the context
of the school. A discernable a priori context whether the principal was working in a TS or not.
Within Contingency Theory of the Rationality Model of School Effectiveness, my goal was to
build a theory about what processes and factors principals spoke about that influenced their
decisions related to school improvement. In addressing this broad question, I especially wanted
to understand what could be operating to limiting principal’s ability to make decisions. At this
point, I revisited Bounded Rationality theorists and their bodies of literature to refresh my
conceptual understanding of cognitive decision-making (e.g., Gigerenzer & Selten, 1999;
Rubinstein, 1998; Kahneman, 2011). Reading the major theorists’ work in Bounded Rationality
allowed me to return to the data with clarity about concept analysis. Within each of the four
concept spreadsheets I examined the codes to understand how they relate to each another. I
noticed that the codes clustered in what I named “families.” I renamed each code in the family by
first stating its family name and then adding a memo about the code. I repeated this process
within all concepts.
Concept 1: Transformational Leadership.
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There were three families of co-occurring codes in Transformational Leadership. The
first family contained five co-occurring codes: “Intentional Improvement Actions,” “Decisions
by Principal,” “Description of TS,” “Academic Leadership Evidence,” and “Trust.” A principal
who was coded talking about transformational leadership also spoke about making deliberate
decisions to improve their school, engender trust, and focus these decisions in service of
supporting academic quality of the teaching and learning of the school. The vast majority of the
principals in my study were women and worked in TS, therefore I observed leadership
statements that occurred more in the context of a TS. I re-coded this cluster, or family of codes,
as “Leadership Capital.” The term Leadership Capital reflects the capacity of the principal to
possess a degree of decision-making that is highly cognitive in intention with expected outcomes
in planning and improvement. Beside each new family code, I wrote what I saw in the data and
what it meant. To illustrate a selection for the family of codes in Leadership Capital, here is an
excerpt of a principal’s text illustrating these codes together:
I believe in school improvement. I don’t think it’s “a thou shalt” type of thing. I really
feel like school improvement can move your school and move your kids. If you really
look closely at that data and really look closely at the needs of your kids and the students
within your school, then you can start to develop programming and goals and stuff from
there to support moving the school. That’s why I want it to be more fluid. Even though
it’s just a document, I want it to always be fluid. Even if teachers are talking about it and
moving forward with it, then I think that’s the importance of school improvement. When
I was a teacher, I’ve been in schools when it’s been established by administrators and
support staff and I have been in schools where teachers have developed it and I really
find the value in having those teachers help develop it and having… because that’s how
you get buy-in, you get buy-in to foster their own inquiries and their own research and to
move. I think that is so important. (Principal #4, TS, female)
The second family of codes, that seemed to fit a pattern, included coded text about
“Parents,” “Reflective,” “Safe,” “Orderly,” “Positive Culture and Well-Being,” “Collective
Efficacy,” “School Improvement Actions,” and “Using Data.” The second family of codes
indicated a relationship between a principal’s Leadership Capital and direct focus of the
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principal’s leadership capacity and the results of principal’s decisions. I named this family,
“Leadership Focus”. Principals talked a lot about parents as an outcome with respect to this code
family. They were also reflective in their decisions around school improvement implicitly
describing the relationship between their actions and the results of these decisions seen by
describing parental reactions. Other elements of Leadership Focus included a connection
between making intentional improvements about their school referring to examples of their
efforts towards building a positive culture that supported student and staff well-being. Principals
also used data to support their decisions that affected the efficacy of their staff groups.
[The principal explained that she would include parents into the conversation when she
would institute a behaviour tracking program with their child for either observational or
intervention purposes.] I always say, that’s a phone-call or setting up some behaviour
tracking. That comes from my background, I spent a lot of time in Spec Ed. It is pushing
the communication piece with the parent and how to do that in the most appropriate way.
We have intensity, but we don’t have volume. So, we stay on top of it. I also ask staff to
share with me their classroom norms, because the kids need to know what the rules are.
In my weekly memos, I remind staff to go over these expectations. (Principal #13, TS,
female)
I think being a good instructional leader, you have to check your ego at the door. I have
an expertise that I’m very comfortable with and I still don’t use it as the leader in the staff
meetings. Then, finding the people who can support me, to support staff. So that’s also
being aware of your own learning, where your shortcomings are and having the ability to
trust being vulnerable, and to say, “I don’t know about that.” To be vulnerable, to have a
climate that allows you to be vulnerable, and trust. So, you need a system that says, “We
trust you. We believe in you. We give you these choices to run your school.” But it’s also
giving principals some discretionary time to use to develop capacity in leadership.
(Principal #5, NTS, female)
The third relevant family of codes within this concept was narrower than the first two
families. This family included three codes: “Student Behaviour,” “Autonomy,” and “Union.” I
named this family, “Pressures that Mitigate or Exacerbate,” to indicate the kinds of issues that
were stated to influence a principal’s perceived leadership efficacy. The context of a TS included
examples where a principal spoke about dealing with student trauma or a high volume of other
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behavioural issues. Working in a TS can have an impact on what a principal stated they could
focus on day-to-day or sometimes issues popped up unexpectedly and took a significant time to
manage.
In this moment, there is something that this child is not able to do what you are asking
them. If you switch to something else, and you still can’t do it, let’s go down to the basics
of life. What was last night like? Taking the time to have a conversation with the child to
understand what went on. Sometimes when you ask a simple question like, “You look
like you are not yourself today, what’s going on? What do you need to be more like
you?” What comes out, is sometimes, “Whew, I wouldn’t even be on my feet if I
experienced what you experienced. Last night was a hard night, so what can we do to get
through today? Because there are all these other kids in this classroom. What do you
need?” Right? (Principal #19, TS, female)
Having a highly union-oriented staff was often stated by principals to impact their ability
to make the decisions or choices, affecting their level of autonomy in steering the school in the
direction they wanted to go. In this district, perceptions of strong allegiance with the union
among the school staff also operated to undermine the principals’ autonomy with the
superintendent. To avoid costly grievances, there were many situations where principals spoke
about their frustration with the district reducing the amount of autonomy a principal had in
planning their own professional development and making choices about what their school
improvement goals are.
We have a divide in our staff group since we amalgamated the K-5 and intermediate
schools a few years ago. The upper grades are still resistant to people coming in, like the
math facilitator, and I think their practice is a little outdated. They know it, because they
are two years from retirement. One is language and one is math, and we try to tailor it [to]
their strengths. Finding time in ways to get everybody together. Grade 1 teachers don’t
want to do duty with the older kids, because they are afraid of them, and they don’t really
have relationships with the kids either. The kids will test you for sure, and it can be
stressful. We try to keep middle school teachers with their classes. How long does it take
to shift a culture? I’m sure more than a year and a half. Our PD [is] so subscribed, it cuts
into that time to work together. Challenges? There are always a couple of teachers who
are going to voice their opinions very loudly to either me or whoever. I have to make sure
that the people who don’t have a voice, have a voice. Another celebration is that our
division or direction team meetings are optional, but we have really good attendance.
That shows that some of the things are working. The union prevents reading specialists or
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math facilitators to actually say that a teacher has a poor academic program, so I have
started to use the data to show where the discrepancies are, so difficult decisions are
made through the data so there is no pointing at one person or the other. Whenever there
is resistance to some change, I always have to have a solid reason why. Data isn’t
personal. (Principal #12, TS, female)
Concept 1: Transformational Leadership and Gender.
The majority of participants in this study were women. To allow for comparison based on
gender, I organized the males and females into clusters and counted the number of times each
principal transcript was coded for “Transformational Leadership Evidence” code. Eleven out of
13 women demonstrated at least one spoken transformational leadership behaviour. The median
number of codes for the women was 11, with a range between 3-19 codes per transcript. Six
male principals out of 8, demonstrated at least one transformational leadership behaviour with a
median of 4 and a range of 1-18. In sum, women spoke disproportionally more about their
transformational leadership than male principals did (see Table 2).
Table 2. Transformational Leadership by Gender
Gender
Female
Male

Number of Transformational Leadership Behaviours Coded
3
3
5
6
9
11
12
12
13
16
1
1
3
5
11
18

19

Median
11
4

Concept 2: Academic Leadership.
There were two families of codes in this concept. The first family of codes in Academic
Leadership was named Leadership Capital, as it included the same codes as the Transformational
Leadership, specifically: Intentional School Improvement Actions, Decision by Principal,
Transformational Leadership Evidence, and a new fourth, Academic Press.
My grade six team is outstanding. It is a language-based math program, so there is a lot
of discussion and problem-solving. For whatever reason, they love EQAO and they don’t
teach to the test at all. The minute the scores come out, they are looking at the student
data to see where they scored well, where they scored poorly, and how they need to
change the practice. It’s never about the kids. The cohort of kids we had (you would have
thought they would have scored poorly), [with] significant learning difficulties and
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behavioural issues, scored relatively well. I am confident we will do well again this year.
It is the teaching, because they are reflective educators. (Principal #21, TS, female).
The second family of codes in Academic Leadership included “School Improvement
Planning and Actions,” “Collective Efficacy,” “Autonomy,” “Using Data,” “No Superintendent
Support,” and “Description of TS.” This family was named “Motivations for Academic
Leadership.” Theoretically, it makes sense that using data, building collective efficacy, and
connecting this to school improvement plans would fit together naturally, as they are all cited in
the Ontario Leadership Framework (2013) and the School Effectiveness Framework (2013) as
primary elements for school improvement. There is a distinctive difference between a principal
who spoke about making a decision to improve their school and being specific about improving
their school as part of the goals and activities laid out in their school improvement plan.
Instances where principals made explicit connections of their academic leadership work toward a
school improvement plan were coded differently than occasions where principals spoke about
improvement decisions that benefitted the school more globally. Not every decision a principal
made about improving the work or educational lives of their staff and students was connected to
a school improvement plan. In the transcripts, so much of the work of the principals was in
service of improving their schools and not all were communicated to be structurally goaloriented within a clearly defined plan.
In the following example, the principal described an awareness about her staff’s level of
collective efficacy, autonomy in getting things done and building academic press with her staff
by looking at student success more holistically. Within the transcript, the principal appeared
motivated to improve the well-being of both her staff and the students through a description of
her understanding about empowerment, and personal mastery required to learn new subject
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matter. She discussed how she looked for opportunities to engage her staff in learning about
these areas as well.
We have done a lot of work around the well-being piece, self-regulation, self-care, and
again, we try to empower the staff to lead the PD sessions. It’s not just admin doing it.
It’s all about them determining their focus of learning: “This is the topic, and how you
approach it,” and “who wants to lead it?” It’s flexible, creative and responsive. We know
our staff well. We know our classroom well. We try to make it fun. We focus on reading
and math, but the wellbeing piece is over-riding. How to improve the way we work with
kids in managing their emotional trauma and teaching them skills they haven’t been
taught yet? (Principal #21, TS, female)
Embedded in this conceptual family, the one motivator or de-motivator that emerged was
the how principals communicated their ability to effectively employ Academic Leadership is
evident within the code “No Superintendent Support.” Recall in the coding dictionary that this
code represented expressed issues where the district imposed prescriptive methods onto the
principals, restricted their ability to run professional development options within their schools, or
dictated the school improvement plan to them which had a frustrating or demoralizing effect. To
illustrate, one principal stated:
This year has been very scripted, with no room for personalizing it for the needs [of] your
school. You are following a script. We received a 30-slide deck, and the board has helped
out to put together resources, but it’s not a one-size fits all, so you really have to go
through that, and tweak it for your staff. You have to know your staff and determine what
they can handle, what will [or won’t] fly… we go through what the board has provided,
which is appreciated, but we still have to make it our own. We delete, add, and tweak.
You have to be responsive. We use the experts in the building when we can to help and
engage [staff]. Throw in some learning protocols to keep it moving. Try to include a
team-building activity or an inclusion activity if there is time. With so much scripted and
compliance this year you might be left with 30 minutes. So, it’s tricky. Add some humor
and fun. Learning protocols like what do you agree with, disagree with, aspire to, etc., in
small groups, collect information, collaborate and discuss. Critique presentation or
whatever. With a group of 75… typically we have 60+ in a room, you have to be creative,
and EAs leave half-way through at 30 minutes. Then you have to frontload what does the
whole group need. And what only applies to K or… EAs only work until 3:30. (Principal
#9, TS, female)
Concept 2: Academic Leadership and Gender

70
Following the same procedure and logic as with the Transformational Leadership
concept, I separated the male and female principals’ data, and counted the number of times each
principal was coded for “Academic Leadership Evidence”. Eleven female principals out of 13
were coded for 8 (median) Academic Leadership, with a range of 1-15. Seven male principals
out of 8 discussed a median of 4 instances of academic leadership and a range of 1-10. While
almost all principals spoke about their academic leadership, women disproportionally more
spoke about it. In sum, in this dataset, women spoke more about their academic leadership
behaviours in their discussions than men (see Table 3).
Table 3. Academic Leadership by Gender
Gender
Female
Male

Number of Academic Leadership Behaviours Coded
3
4
5
5
5
5
7
8
8
8
1
1
4
4
5
9 10

10

11

11

Median
8
4

Concept 3: Intentional Improvement Actions
Within Intentional Improvement Actions concept, there were three families or themes of
codes that co-occurred. The first family was named “Leadership Capital” and comprised of five
codes: “Decisions,” “Transformational Leadership,” “Academic Leadership Evidence,” “School
Improvement Planning/Actions,” and a fifth, new, code: “Safe and Orderly.” Given the fact that
the vast majority of interviewed principals were working in TS, it is not surprising that they
spoke about a focus on creating and maintaining a safe and orderly school as an important factor
in improving their schools.
Most of the day is spent out of the office running around with kids who are swearing at
teachers, running in the hallways, fighting, classes [that] get trashed. It’s a huge time
commitment. I usually start my day at 7am and I’m here until 5pm, which is an early day.
Ten- or 11-hour days. We try on Fridays to get a group of staff to get together to have a
drink and have some laughter. We try to get there by 4:30pm to be part of a team and be
human. I think our EAs and our teachers see us in the trenches with them, but there is still
a “them [vs.] us.” Last year was worse, and it is better this year. Staff are getting along
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better this year. Last year, caretakers were fighting amongst each other, office staff were
fighting with each other, and staff were fighting with each other. It was super
dysfunctional. With the staff part, it was resolved when so many people left. One staff
member said to me, “I am voluntary transferring out of here, because every time I try to
step up, I get put down.” So, we were trying to [encourage] the staff to present at staff
meetings and have others lead, but staff wouldn’t do it because they were getting put
down by other staff. I know that happens everywhere, but it was really bad here. In the
spring, it got really bad, if you were at duty teacher, people wouldn’t talk to you. The
union sent out a document where no one should be volunteering to be a duty teacher: “If
you are asked, say no.” So, people were refusing to volunteer for everything, even the
staff who were regularly volunteering for duty and they were getting ostracized from
their peers. Then I had to direct staff to be a duty teacher. This year, I have a group of
teachers who are supporting and bring in a supply. They are fantastic, they love doing it.
They know they are in for a crazy day, and they are good with that and no one is saying
anything this year, so it’s really good.” (Principal #10, TS, female)
The second family of codes in Intentional Improvement Actions concept titled, “Focus of
Improvement,” illustrated the areas in which principals said they are making the improvement
decisions. These areas are, “Student Behaviour,” “Description of TS,” “Relationships,” “Using
Data,” “Parents,” and “Positive Culture and Well-being.” Principals found ways in which they
needed to make a difference in the school that emerged unrelated to explicit school improvement
plans. In the excerpt below, one principal provides an explanation about how she needed to
encourage her staff to make better connections with the parents of the students. In making this
known as a priority, she said she is focusing on building relationships and addressing language or
cultural barriers in order to increase the positive culture of the school.
An area that I am getting on with staff, is that home piece, the connection with parents. I
know it is hard here, because a lot of our families don’t speak English. We have SWIS
workers (settlement worker) here. We have interpreters. Staff could do better with homeconnection. (Principal #9, TS, female)
The third family of codes in Intentional Improvement Actions concept named, “Pressures
that Mitigate or Exacerbate,” described the efficacy of stated intentional improvement actions.
Mitigating factors for improvement efforts were: “Collective Efficacy,” “Trust,” “Academic
Press,” or the presence of supportive “EAs.” The data indicated that if the principal talked about
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their ability to garner trust, they were more likely to build collective efficacy among the staff
group.
So, I met with the EA team and the LRT, and we talked a little bit about state of the
union’s or how things were, what they want to see happen? What did they want to
change? Some of the biggest issues? I did a lot of listening. When you come in new, you
don’t want to make a lot of changes right off the bat, you want to build relationships and
trust. So, that would first my first foray, to make sure I was visible talking to people. I
was listening to people, I was hearing their stories, I was connecting with the students
who were violent and were in my office, making sure that they were safe and most of the
other children were safe. (Principal #5, NTS, female)
Contrary to these supporting factors, exacerbating factors discussed such as “No
Superintendent Support,” a lack of “Autonomy”, a lack of support with assessment and with
“Spec Ed” needs, a “Resistance to Change,” and a strong “Union” affiliation, made it more
difficult for the principal to make changes and decisions in improving their school.
It’s not that they are against me, but when push comes to shove, I don’t think my SO –
and this is my seventh SO in seven years, … I don’t think that they have my back to say,
“I see what you are doing, this is your plan. I get it and these are the road bumps you are
gonna have but know that I am here for you.” Sometimes they say it, but they don’t really
mean it. (Principal #10, TS. female)
A couple of my first welcomes when I arrived here, a teacher said to me, “I refuse to have
this student in my class because this child had kicked a window in.” I told her that, “he is
your student and I expect you to have him in your class. We’re working with the parents
and we are working with him, and I think he is going to be safe.” That teacher went to the
union to see if she had to have the kid in her class, and he did. Refusing? That seems silly
to me. He was suspended and dealt with, but that was interesting. I also asked staff to
wear reflective vests on the playground. The policy came out in 2014, but the staff
refused to wear them, and no one pushed them [to do so]. I made them, and I had one
teacher put [the vest] in his back pocket. The teacher stated he didn’t feel safe wearing it,
that someone was going to shoot him, he was a target. I challenged him and said,
“Really? You think that?” So, that kind of mindset was something that I pushed back on.
He was here 12 years, and that is a long time. It’s good. I hear he is happy where he is
now. Sometimes moving around is a good thing. I have some teachers that have been
here a very long time. The community loves them because they are stable, but they teach
with worksheets or they don’t teach well, and I am trying to work with them. They’ll tell
you they love it and they are never leaving. Why are they never leaving? Is it because you
can get away with not pushing the academics? (Principal #10, TS, female)
Concept 3: Intentional Improvement Actions and Gender
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Following the same procedure and logic as with the other two concepts, I separately
clustered the male and female principals and counted the number of times each principal was
coded to discuss their “Intentional Improvement Actions”. Twelve out of thirteen women
discussed a median of 13.5 intentional improvement actions in an interview with a range of 7-36.
Seven out of 8 male principals discussed intentional improvement actions with a median of five
and a range of 1-13. In sum, women talked disproportionally more about making intentional
improvement actions than men did in this dataset. Due to the fact that the majority of women
interviewed were operating in TS, they may have had a higher imperative to institute more
intentional improvement actions, however, the woman with the highest number of intentional
improvement actions (36) was working in a NTS (see Table 4).
Table 4. Intentional Improvement Actions by Gender
Gender
Female
Male

3
1

Number of Improvement Actions/Plans Coded
7 8
8
12 13 14 14 14 18
1
2
3
7
7
13

22

34

36

Median
13.5
5

Concept 4: Decisions by Principal
The last concept elucidated was named “Decisions by Principal.” There were three
families of co-occurring codes in this concept. First, consistent with the other three concepts,
Leadership Capital comprised of three codes: “Intentional Improvement Actions,”
“Transformational Leadership,” and “Academic Leadership.” These were statements made by
principals that were coded to reflect how a principal perceived they were leading. Excerpts in the
transcripts that described how a principal explained their decisions in context with improvement
resonates with both transformational and academic leadership. To illustrate:
I think quality instruction means there is student engagement but also staff engagement.
Staff are not just going through the motions. Are some of the teaching practices more
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traditional? Yes. I still see blackline masters. I feel like I am treating them like
professionals and I am not trying to dictate, I can ask questions in the classroom or when
we are stilling at the table during release: “I noticed that you are being more intentional
with task selection,’ and every staff member, just like principals, are on their own
continuum of learning like every staff member, they all have belief systems, just some are
more firm in their beliefs than others. What’s better? Butting heads and them totally
disengaging from the conversation? I can’t force you to change your practice, but I can
continually chip away and ask questions and hopefully see some movement. I think
what’s helped is the idea of the marker students, so it has helped me to be intentional and
focused with classroom visits. I tell staff, “I am giving you permission in terms of your
own learning and monitoring progress, let’s just take a look at four students” (which
takes some pressure off teachers). Whenever we bring student work to the table there is
not piles of paperwork, we are only talking about our marker students. It’s a small thing
but it has provided us with direction and clarity at staff meetings and when we meet.
(Principal #2, TS, male)
Comments like this demonstrate Leadership Capital where the principal has recognized
how to influence change in his staff by instilling an emotional connection with them, coaching
staff in appropriate areas of need, communicating high expectations without disempowering his
people, and trying to get staff to think more innovatively in their work. In this quote, the
principal is describing how he made decisions while leveraging transformational leadership with
a focus on improving instructional practice (i.e., Academic Leadership Evidence).
The second family of codes in the Decisions concept share a consistent structure in
describing the focus of the decisions as “Focus of Decisions”. Principals concentrated decisions
on creating a “Safe and Orderly” school, ameliorating “Student Behaviour” issues and situations,
making decisions related explicitly toward their “School Improvement Planning and Actions,”
which in TS contained “Description of TS.” Since the majority of principals worked in TS, most
of the decisions they described were related to the school environment.
We are triaging. We have a new behaviour analyst and she’s fantastic. We were one of
four schools that got one. We were told to give her our highest flyers. All four schools
did, and it was a big mistake. We turned her into an EA. I deployed those high needs kids
to her and moved EA support to deal with other kids. That was a mistake. I should never
have given her all those high-flyers. I am slowly correcting my error, despite [that] the
board is telling me to give them to her; I’m almost going to wilfully ignore that direction.
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I’ll take a slap on the hand for it. It’s not helping. I can deal with the high-flyers with my
EAs. They’ve been given the direction that she’s to have eight kids on her caseload. We
gave her three of our highest flyers and that completely overwhelmed her. She was
chasing this one kid all day today, and she couldn’t possibly work with any other kids
today. Program again was dictated to her and we are only using this much of her ability.
More and more I’ve gotten to learn about her, we’re only using a fraction of the things
she knows how to do. (Principal #11, TS, male)
The third family of codes is also consistent with the structure of the other three concepts
whereby these codes describe the “Pressures that Mitigate or Exacerbate Staff Efficacy” reflect
the purpose inherent in the principals’ decisions. Codes that fell into this collection included
pressures such as “Parents,” “No Superintendent Support,” a desire for “Autonomy,” and a lack
of appropriate “Spec Ed” supports. The first excerpt for this concept family showcases the idea
that principals can stated feeling suffocated in trying to make decisions on their own and having
no place to innovate or grow in their thinking. The second excerpt illustrates an exacerbating
factor of how limitations in policy prohibit the principal’s ability to deploy his staff effectively.
In this scenario, the principal spoke about how he spends his time chasing students and trying to
manage their behaviour because the assessment and paperwork for the appropriate specialized
services are stuck in an administrative bottleneck somewhere in the organization.
I do feel that in the area of positive culture and mental health there have been so many
different things that have been introduced it seems like, “oh, let’s try this, let’s try [that].”
I haven’t shared it in my PLT because I find that in the board’s effort to become super
narrow and specific, that has translated to PLT as well and we have been told that we
have to focus on early reading. That’s fine, that was a focus for me anyway, but it doesn’t
necessarily allow us to talk about other aspects of positive culture and well-being as a
possible problem of practice, right? There are opportunities to talk about operations there,
but in terms of the purpose and use of that time, [it] is more directed and specific using a
structured protocol, so I don’t have an opportunity to talk about that stuff there. (Principal
#2, TS, male)
We have improved from last year. It still a little bit crazy, but there is some improvement.
I have some kids on a pathway. Two of my highest flyers in my building are cued up for
alternative ed. classes and a character network class. When that student goes, I can
redeploy my chess pieces. The last four months all I have been dealing with is my high-
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flyers. All those grade 1s running around? They are my mid-level; I haven’t even dealt
with them; I haven’t even got there yet. (Principal #11, TS, male)
Within the family of codes named, “Pressures that Mitigate or Exacerbate” principal
decision-making, there are factors operating in a school context that can support the principal’s
perceived ability to make decisions. Factors such as the presence of effective and supportive
“EAs,” the quality of the “Relationships” and “Trust” among the staff, the principal’s selfreported ability with “Using Data” to base decisions on, and situations where teachers had a clear
and supportive understanding of “Classroom Management” expectations set by the principal, all
served to positively help the principal in their efforts to improve the school.
Within the first text example below, the principal talks in detail about how she changed
the way her EAs worked and how she developed trust and relationships with them. She
empowered them by honouring the difficult work that they do, and the way in which their work
positively impacts the school environment. The second text example demonstrates how the
principal has said she provided the conditions for her staff to trust her decisions and feel safe
with expressing their own limits in dealing with the challenges of classroom management.
We talked about antecedent behaviour, and what is the conclusion and how do we wrap
that up? I reconfigured the way EA’s worked, so that we had shut down behaviour before
erupting. But that took a lot of work on behalf of the EA’s. They were soldiers through
and through. And, I too, I guess I showed that I was willing to be part of that. So, I too,
would be holding kids from hurting people or carrying them when they were in a frenzy
running in classroom smashing things down, hitting kids. I too would help carry them
out. So, I think showing that I was going to help being part of the solution was as
important. (Principal #5, NTS, female)
[Contextual discussion about the students being sent down to the office when needing to
be removed from the classroom for inappropriate behaviour] I know when a teacher
needs a break. At first, they felt they [students] were getting in trouble and getting to go
to the office to play. No, the [students] are coming to [the office to] de-escalate and I’m
not going to talk to them when they are in this brain-freeze-ready-to-run and lose it, and
once they are calm, we are going to get to it. (Principal #6, TS, female)
Concept 4: Decisions by Principal and Gender
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Following the same procedure as the other three concepts, I clustered the male and
female principals and counted the number of times each principal was coded with “Decisions”.
Twelve out of 13 women had one or more codes, with 11 as the median number of codes and a
range of from 1-33. Six out of eight male principals were found to have clearly coded decisions
with a median of four and a range of 1-13. In sum, similar to the other three concepts, in this
dataset, women disproportionally talked about making more decisions than men (see Table 5).
Table 5. Decisions by Gender
Gender
Female
Male

1
1

3
3

Number of Decisions Made
5
6
9
11
11 14
3
5
6
13

14

15

20

33

Median
11
4

Conclusion to Results
At the end of my concept analysis, I noticed that emerging within the concepts, the
frequency of the co-occurring codes began to tell a story about the concepts and, in a sense,
unified some of the data. In essence, “I coded the codes” (Charmaz, 2014, p.138). I began to
contextualize myself in the data and ask myself questions about my own experiences and what I
was seeing in the data. What questions do I have about my data and findings? What is missing
from what I am seeing in the data? What struck me most? In asking these self-critical questions, I
began to “theoretically play” with the data while thinking about the concepts (Charmaz, 2014, p.
137). I moved my analysis to new modality, writing on paper and mind-mapping the concepts
with my research question. See Figure 4 in the Appendix for an example of how I started to
develop a theory.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Within this study, I sought to explain what cultural or social contexts are operating to
limit a leader’s ability to make choices or decisions in school improvement. There are four
sections in this chapter. First, I will share my interpretations of the analysis in context to the
literature. Second, I will visually present my theory—the Role of Bounded Rationality in
Decision-Making for School Improvement—and explain the elements of the theory. Third, with
respect to the implications of this study, I will provide a series of recommendations for policy
and practice for school improvement theory. Finally, in the fourth section, I will also discuss
future research directions as well as review the limitations of this study.
Section I: Interpretation Summary
I have derived four global interpretations based on the concepts that I explored in my
analysis. I will present the interpretations followed by a discussion grounded in literature.
Interpretations:
1. Cognition and Bounded Rationality and Decision-Making. For all participating
principals, leadership and decision-making for responsive school improvement were
discussed and the way in which they described their thinking and decisions were
stereotypically bound. That is, working in a labelled TS limited principal thinking.
2. Leadership Capital. Principals spoke about how they demonstrated transformational and
instructional leadership planning and actions that sought to improve their schools. Their
plans and activities were not always connected to or recognized in formalized school
improvement plans.
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3. HERLeadership and the Glass Cliff. This area of interpretation was an unexpected and
emergent finding in the data. Female principals referred to more instances of making
decisions toward school improvement than male principals. Women also
disproportionally mentioned more transformational and academic leadership instances
than men. The realities of female principals were found to differ from males’ in such a
way that women more often discussed making incremental decisions about school
improvement. I labelled this unique and emerging interpretation as HERLeadership, as it
qualitatively differed so much from what male principals described. Female principals
were also over-represented in TS. A Glass Cliff is defined as a leadership phenomenon
where women are selectively placed in crisis situations (Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, &
Bongiorno, 2011). Women were over-represented in TS thus these schools are veritable
Glass Cliffs representing structural inequities further binding school effectiveness efforts.
Women working in stereotyped Glass Cliff TS environments is a distinct form of genderbased bounded rationality.
4. District Organizational/Structural Constraints on Principal School Improvement
Efforts. School improvement efforts made by principals that are bound by structural
constraints (e.g., glass cliffs and district policy that curtailed autonomy) resulted in
unrecognized improvement efforts and work. Principals articulated that actions and
decisions about improving their schools remained largely unseen. If principals’ efforts are
un-acknowledged, they cannot be credited for the potentially valuable innovation and
improvement, which in turn results in a loss of opportunity for resource allocation,
leadership development, undue principal stress, and reduced well-being. The real-world
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constraints and missed opportunities also introduce unmitigated risks for misallocation of
funds, loss of resources and overall district ineffectiveness.
Interpretation 1. Cognition, Bounded Rationality and Decision-Making
In exploring school improvement decisions, I found that principals stated leadership
decisions were influenced by the school being labelled as TS or NTS. School context served as
constraint in the way principals viewed and responded to their school improvement work. The
premise here is to explore and understand what information a principal used and how their
thinking, or in essence, their rationality could be limited by social, organizational or cultural
factors. Workload differed for principals in a TS or a NTS, as did the kind of work they focused
on. Principals in both school contexts consistently commented that they believed the work
differed according to what type of school they worked in.
In the context of a TS, principals reported a high volume of student behavioural needs,
and with this fact, they described improvement efforts as very challenging. Most of the TS were
located in the low SES neighbourhoods. In this district, according to the principals, SES
neighbourhood, and being categorized as a TS, were associated with population-specific
expectations of student and parent behaviour and beliefs. It follows that expressed leadership
decisions differed for TS, compared to NTS type.
Before I discuss stereotypes, it needs to be noted that it is beyond the scope of this study
to provide any value judgements about the principal’s use of stereotypes. I did not assess my
participants’ assumptions about poverty or affluence. I only made the connection between the
frequency of stereotypical statements about poverty or privilege with the type of school, which
were apparent and discussed at great length in most of the transcripts. I took stereotypes as a
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cognitive indicator about what information a principal has access to and how they are applying it
to their decisions around school improvement.
The simple categorization of working in a TS served as a context sufficient to introduce
stereotypical statements about the school (i.e., staff, students and families), student performance,
and student readiness and behaviour. Thus, the way in which schools are labelled and
categorized emerged as a structural cognitive constraint that introduced implicit bias that shaped
principal reported decisions. The language principals used to describe their school contexts were
stereotypical depending on their TS versus NTS label. In TS, students were sometimes described
as being unregulated, or dealing with significant mental illnesses. Examples of how students
were described can be seen in the following two excerpts.
I find a lot of it is mental health illness and you’re doing a lot of counselling and …I just
left a meeting with the social worker and it was actually about all of the ones that she [is]
supporting right now [who] are all in grade 6, 7, or 8. It’s all mental illness. (Principal #4,
Female, TS).
When you have a class of 20, and 12 or 14 are so dysregulated or cognitively impaired,
it’s difficult for the teacher to do the job the way we expect them to do the job. One of the
very first things we spent time doing was creating an environment where kids felt safe
and cared for, and staff felt safe and cared for, and parents felt safe and cared for. We got
everyone trusting us because we provided those basic needs in a school environment as
best we can. So, people want to be at work every day so we are not dealing with staff not
coming to work because they are stressed and kids showing up to school and parents are
getting them there. That was a big part of our focus. We did kind of put instruction in the
back seat because we had to do this first. We can’t have staff trying to do a math lesson
when the student hasn’t even picked up a pencil or be regulated enough to put their hand
up or collaborate in the classroom. We had to do lots of that. That was our focus from
two months in right through. (Principal #15, TS, male).
Parents were described as being home during the day and, in some cases, openly
challenging school authority. In response to discussing the parental academic expectations of
students, one principal stated,
Their expectations are that the kids come to school, do as they are asked, and go home.
As long as the kids are not getting hurt, they are okay with that. Some kids are doing
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homework, but I don’t think that there is a lot of extra-curricular stuff that goes on. There
is just a lot of hanging out at home and screen time. There’s pockets, but generally
speaking, nothing. (Principal #13, TS, female).
Staff groups in TS were described as being great at managing crises and student
behaviour. School improvement efforts were stated to be focused on creating safe and orderly
environments, increasing trust and well-being. Staff mobility in TS was reported an issue, where
these schools had difficulty attracting staff and retaining them over time. If staff did stay, they
were described as great with managing behaviour and loved the kids they worked with.
I think when people apply to your school, they want to be in a turnaround school. The
unfortunate part is that sometimes our turnaround schools get bad reputations. Like our
school…it had a bad reputation. (Principal #4, TS, female).
In NTS, students were described as being very compliant and less dependent in their
work and thinking. NTS appeared to be quieter places where principals had time and resources to
work on instructional leadership and staff efficacy related to achievement. Parent communities in
NTS were more involved and held staff to high expectations. According to principals, teaching
staff were reported to have extremely long tenures and stability in staffing.
We have students that are really compliant, and … are collaborating or are working in
groups and solving really rich problems together. You know, it’s wonderful and everyone
is in class and where they are supposed to be, but it is silent, and I think all this [is] really
nice and it’s peaceful. But again, it’s compliance and so I hope that it gets a little bit
louder, with compliance, and getting out of silos and working together. (Principal #1,
NTS, female).
Whether or not these stereotypes about their school contexts are true is not the point I
wish to make, nor do I wish to minimize the issues that principals are dealing with in their
schools. Within the rationality theory of school improvement, school improvement is based on
the premise that student achievement and well-being is a result of setting goals, working through
those goals and then evaluating what did or did not work (Scheerens, 2016). The information a
principal had is what they based their improvement goals on and it shaped their decisions. The
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cognitive information available to the decision-maker will influence options and judgements.
Bounded Rationality theory posits that goal attainment is based on available conditions and
contexts (Simon, 1992).
Subconscious stereotypes are manifested as heuristics. A heuristic is a cognitive shortcut
that facilitates quick and easy judgements in decision-making (Kahneman, 2011; Gigerenzer &
Selton, 1999). Heuristics are very useful as they implicitly allow the decision-maker to reduce
their cognitive load and filter out unnecessary information. Heuristic decision-making based on
stereotypes is a natural cognitive process for all humans, all the time. That said, a heuristic can
either effectively or ineffectively limit decision-making in school improvement actions as it can
restrict the ability to see other available options. The question remains, do principals formulate
school improvement goals, decisions and activities based on beliefs and stereotypes about their
school communities, bolstered by preconceived and communicated expectations about school
typology and categorization?
Using heuristics and stereotypes are not inherently bad; it is just the way we store and
retrieve the huge amount of information our brains are flooded with every day. Stereotypes laden
with unknown and unchallenged biases will influence cognitive schemata forming heuristics
resulting in decisions based on limited information. We all rely on stereotypes; the challenge is
recognizing when we need to update them with new information, so automatic processes that are
designed beautifully to get things done operate optimally for the best decisions, for the best
outcome. Do the principals working in TS have the most updated understanding about poverty
and what works best in these types of school environments? Are these stereotypes a function of
reinforced labels such as being categorized as a TS? TS were notorious for having difficulty with
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staff mobility including principal shortages, yet many principals stated they found working in TS
meaningful, important and stimulating.
When people have time to process information and make decisions, especially when the
environment is socially sensitive, such as when dealing with issues of equity, Greenwald and Lai
(2020) experimentally found that individuals are not as likely to express negative stereotypes.
The authors then state that to date, there is not research that has successfully tested the
hypothesis that individuals in positions of authority (e.g., managers) can sense their own levels
of implicit bias in active ways that may influence decision-making (Greenwald & Lai, 2020).
Thus, for principals working in schools, it is in their best interests to have an environment that is
as free as possible from stereotypical constraints in order to make the best, most equitable and
ethical decisions with the most information they can get. For districts, it is their responsibility to
critically evaluate policy and practices that may be inhibiting principal cognition by introducing
unnecessary stereotypical labels to schools.
It is likely that senior leaders at the district level are experiencing similar overwhelming
cognitive constraints that principals and their schools are facing and are unaware that these
policies are possibly constraining improvement efforts. Hall, Hall, Galinsky, and Phillips (2019)
state that organizational environments and practitioners do not fully understand how implicit and
explicit perceptions and expectations operate to negatively affect employees or students. Taken
together, it is suggested that districts who classify schools on the basis of characteristics of their
students may be promulgating bias and stereotypes that are pervasively being replicated at
multiple levels. Categorizing schools into discrete groups based on perceptions about
performance expectations may be producing a constraining environment allowing for the
perpetuation of stereotypically laden information to flourish. The categorization may also be a
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vehicle for bias in terms of how principals are selected and evaluated within schools and is
discussed in Interpretation 2.
Interpretation 2. Leadership Capital
All principals made decisions about school improvement. Leadership Capital is the
principal’s capacity to demonstrate transformational and instructional leadership reflected in the
decisions they made. Most of the decisions discussed were not specifically made in service of the
formal school improvement plans which were viewed as a separate formal process distinct from
the every-day decisions that principals made to improve their schools. According to the data,
everyday decisions were made to control the order and safety of the school, to address
behavioural concerns of students, to connect with parents and ameliorate their concerns, and
motivate staff to improve their teaching. There was consistent evidence that principals were both
transformational and instructional in their leadership, and these characteristics were reflected in
the kind of decisions they made.
There were a host of common factors that facilitated principal decisions and leadership
toward school improvement. Collectively, within the demonstrated leadership capital, principals
who were able to build cohesive staff teams were able to empower the collective efficacy of the
staff towards school improvement efforts. The staff became the drivers of school improvement
with the principals. Principals who stated they demonstrated strong instructional leadership used
data to empower and motivate staff. Principals who were successfully building collective
efficacy among their staff included support staff, like Education Assistants (EAs.) Principals that
placed an emphasis on building trust and relationships with staff, students and parents, were also
synchronous with successful school improvement efforts.
We saw success in the data, though. The number of office referrals decreased.
Suspensions were down. Our academic scores went up. EQAO as a standard
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assessment—we made slow gains in Grade 3. We had moved quite a few kids
academically. Like, how do we get our kids to show up more? (Principal #15, TS,
female).
Coming in here, my style of leadership was different than previous admins and being
visible was very appreciated by staff. I asked staff what is going well and what can be
improved at the staff meeting. Staff wrote everything down on post-it notes and
everything from school operations, lack of consistency, transparency with discipline and
a lot of those things. I took a lot of that back with me and that was starting point in how
to improve the school. Not through the lens of achievement but from safe and positive
culture. I did the same thing a few months in and mid-year. What is going well, what can
we do better? I showed the staff the results of what they were saying and how I tried to
address those things and then I did it again. (Principal #2, TS, male).
Lots of celebrations really. I think I would consider myself to be a teacher’s principal.
I’ve always experienced if you really love your people and support your staff, they do
better. I have seen sometimes where that is not always the case. I always come in with an
asset-based lens. And as much as maybe some of the challenges are with staff that have
been here for a really long time and hadn’t seen other ways of seeing or being, were used
to time when kids with behaviours would just be sent out. Just being able to recognize
that is just a function of their experience. So, you work with that. And most people come
along, you know. (Principal #3, NTS, female).
Coming back to that word “trust,” I think it defines so much of what our job is. Trust on
the part of the teachers and of the parents. Again, it takes time. I know the staff here were
very wary of having parents in the school, and parents were also distrustful of the
teachers and what they were doing. Where is my kid going for six hours a day? They
don’t know who I am. So the first thing I did, was open the doors. Parents in the building,
on the first day, in the gym everybody there, we are together. Please bring your kids. I
want a community school. I want you here. You have to balance safety with that, but if
you do it right, you’re doing both. You know, [if] you walked in here and asked teachers
if they want parents in the classroom, we still have a long way to go on that trust, but I
think I’m learning about that parents just want to help. My school council is very much
the same way. They don’t want me sitting there putting up policy after policy and telling
them all rules and talking about student achievement. Sometimes I feel like I really
should be doing more, but they really just want to fundraise, help, and volunteer.
(Principal #1, NTS, female).
I found that leadership capital is absolutely imperative to school improvement in concert
with the established research literature discussed in chapter two, however, this study builds on a
recent Ontario school effectiveness study by Leithwood and McCullough (2017). Leithwood and
McCullough found that school conditions (i.e., school context), such as the collective efficacy,
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academic press, trust, and the level of an orderly school, mediate student outcomes. This research
extends that finding by demonstrating that the principal is a distinct facilitator between school
conditions and student outcomes. Leithwood and McCullough had conceptualized leadership as
one of many school conditions. The data in this study suggest there is more of a hierarchical
relationship where the principal is the driver for the other conditions. Future school improvement
research in Ontario should consider a model that distinguishes the unique impact of the leader,
separately from the school context.
The quality of a principal’s leadership is a powerful influence in transforming and turning
around a school (Hallinger, 2011). Successful principals also “layer” transformational and
instructional leadership, and these skills are typically seen intertwined (Day, Gu, & Sammons,
2016). Hallinger (2011) contends that leadership is responsive to the opportunities and
constraints of the school and the district. In this study, I too found evidence that transformational
and instructional leadership, as it was shared by principals, were intended to positively influence
their schools. School context did influence how and what a principal said they did to improve
their school. Principals working in TS schools stated they were more likely to focus on providing
safe and orderly environments than principals who were not in such demanding school
environments. I was able to recognize, compare and isolate transformational and instructional
leadership evidence through the transcripts which led to understanding about what good
transformational and instructional leadership looked like as it was communicated by principals.
These descriptions were an important objective of this study. I wanted to describe covert
leadership processes of principals, and I believe I was successful with this endeavor. What is
unique and emergent in this study was how the principals described at length what interfered
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with their leadership decisions and improvement efforts. Principals described what is influencing
their decisions as a reflection of what is most salient to them in their everyday experience.
During the interviews, principals were not asked a direct question about what they
thought their leadership style was. They were only asked to define what they thought
instructional leadership was. As such, there was no way to know if principals knew about or
endorsed a specific leadership theory. None of the principals mentioned any evaluative
frameworks for their leadership or any discussion about formal leadership development. A few
principals made comments about the job not being an accurate representation of what they
thought it would be. Only one principal briefly mentioned the provincial leadership doctrine, the
Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF, 2013). How much do principals know about leadership
research with respect to theory, processes, expected outcomes and application? Within required
training programs to become a principal, I wondered if there was a research-oriented, theoretical
understanding about leadership. For superintendent and principal professional development, is
there criterion-referenced assessments and evaluations in place in Ontario?
I discovered there are no formal criteria available to determine how is a particular leader
assessed for fit or placed at a school. At this juncture, according to this research, it appears that
principals are placed in a school with little systematically collected formal or recorded
information coming into the role. Without a way to systematically collect or record information
about how a school is contextually operating prior to a principal’s placement, the principal
spends a significant amount of time collecting contextual data and information. Furthermore,
since there is no formal data collection about what a previous principal did over time, it is
difficult to know how or what impact a principal has had on the school as time passes. The lack
of collected information is compounded when there is a lot of change with superintendents
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assigned to schools. For example, one principal stated she had three superintendents supervising
her in three years. Without consistently collected data based on some kind of standards or
criteria, the pressure for a principal to enter a school and start fresh is enormous and redundant
for all stakeholders. In this context, some principals stated they were moved to a new school in
less than three years. The amount of information lost in these frequent staff changes is
substantial. By that premise, other than EQAO, which, as was discussed earlier, is an inaccurate
measure of school improvement, there is no baseline or criteria to measure growth for principal
leadership.
Interpretation 3: HERLeadership and the Glass Cliff
In this study, female principals made more statements describing Leadership Capital than
the male principals did. The concept of leadership capital was comprised of both academic and
transformational leadership. On average, female principals stated they demonstrated two times
more behaviours in academic leadership and almost three times more transformational leadership
behaviours than male principals. In addition, I found that, on average, female principals
expressed almost three times more decisions and almost five times more intentional
improvement actions than male principals did. The female principals explained their decisions
clearly and elaborately. Below are several excerpts that demonstrate the prominence of
HERLeadership.
I have four kindergarten classes here and knew that I had to move the practice. I knew
things - what it wasn’t, but I didn’t really know what it should be, and the only way I was
going to do that, is to start learning. I had to get out the curriculum. I had to start reading
it. I had to dig into it. I had to. Every time the reading specialist was here, I had to pick
her brain and say “okay, help me understand this,” and I asked questions, and I had to
learn. But part of that learning was not amongst others, which I had to do, too. There’s a
fine line between a principal’s learning and the principal who doesn’t know what the hell
she’s doing. It’s nice for staff to see me learning, but they don’t want to feel nervous, like
if she doesn’t know what she’s doing and who’s good save us? So, you have to balance
that, they have to feel that you’re there, that you’re safe that you know what you’re
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doing, but also important to see that I am learning with them. If you can find those times
when you’re all learning together, I think that’s the most powerful instructional
leadership that you’ve got. It used to be focused on reading, math and literacy
curriculum, but now it’s about positive school climate which is also instructional
leadership. Digging into what our students think of what a caring adult is, and who is a
caring adult, and looking at that data process in the same way we would look at academic
way. That was new for us. I think all of that, all of those things are instructional
leadership. To me, it’s the stuff that I get to do on a good day. Even though we are in a
highly compliant building, I can easily get trapped behind this desk on operational tasks
and I have to catch myself. I know where the work is. It’s easy to complete operational
tasks because they have an end. Instructional leadership is never ending, it’s always on
going. You’ll never be finished. We just have to keep learning and keep trying things.
(Principal #1, NTS, female)
Blowing up the staff group as unintentional as it was, was both embarrassing and also
amazing when the round one postings came out, I was super embarrassed, because there
was this big list of staff who wanted to leave, and my principal colleagues were saying to
me, people were asking why is there so many people who want to leave? The big thing is,
we brought all these new people in and for the most part they are great. There will be a
round two of a few people leaving at the end of this year too, and that is okay, it’s good
for the school and it’s good for the community. (Principal #10, TS, female)
(On communicating school improvement plans with staff) We talk about it at our staff
meetings. I spent a lot of our release days for our teachers to attend PD according to the
board’s targets. For positive school culture, we talk about it at staff meetings. We talk a
lot about friendship, and it’s frustrating to me that we continue to give kids strategies
about bullying with zero evidence-base to them. Not based in research. We do a lot of
work here. I had my character network teacher help us with social communication, which
is a big focus for us. That’s my background. I am not going to lie to you, but I kind of
manipulated the positive school culture goal to reflect what I think is important. I am kind
of practicing what I preach, and we have school-wide initiatives which we have a lot of
things here. It’s great we have so much stuff, but moving forward, it has to flow better,
not separate things, we need to get things to do things together. We have to be smarter. I
tried to get someone to come in to do a social skills group, but I couldn’t get anyone here
to run it here. (Principal #13, TS, female)
Reflexively, so much of what principals said about their decisions resonated with my own
experience as a research manager in a school board. I consistently found that I needed to explain
every decision I made to my male superiors, I needed to have a clear rationale built and evidence
to support my decisions. I felt that my decisions were not trusted at face value, and to gain
approval and understanding about my decisions, I needed to have a solidly constructed argument
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prepared to defend any decision. In the event where my decisions had been approved, many
times previously approved decisions were forgotten, and I had to be ready to defend them again
with evidence and follow it up in writing. If I had made a decision without explicit approval, I
had to defensively be very prepared. I was always on high alert and on edge about every decision
I made, even though my decisions were consistently based on research and evidence. It was an
incredibly stressful, frustrating, disempowering and time-consuming. My experience working in
this district was not what I had experienced in the other two I worked in, but my experiences in
this context is one way in which I was able to add triangulation to the principal transcripts. I
observed this phenomenon consistently among the women in these transcripts and I did not see it
in the transcripts with the men. Gender coding occurred after I completed the open coding, thus
my own experience did not impede the discovery of this interpretation, my experience helped to
explain it afterward.
I found it striking that so many women were placed in principalship positions in TS. Is it
because they are good leaders? Yes, in this study, I found that these principals reported that they
were highly transformational and academically strong leaders which resonates with metaanalysis findings that women are more transformational in their leadership than men are (Eagly
& Carli, 2003; 2007). Does this finding mean that male principals in this study were not as
effective as leaders? No, but these data do indicate there is more to this story about why more
women than men were placed in TS roles.
TS are “glass cliffs” for female principals. Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, and Bongiorno (2011)
define a glass cliff as a leadership phenomenon where “women are more likely than men to be
appointed as leaders in times of poor company performance” (p. 479). Ryan et al. (2011) found
consistent empirical evidence that in leadership contexts deemed to be in crisis, the stereotype is

92
to “think crisis – think female” (p. 470). Ryan et al. (2011) conducted experiments with students
and managers working in various industries to find that that women are appointed to leadership
positions when an organization is in trouble (i.e., when an organization is saddled with poor
performance combined with a high risk of failure). Similar to the concept of scapegoating, the
glass cliff is a construct to set women up to fail in a position where success is difficult to achieve
or is unlikely (Ryan et al., 2011). Feminine leadership qualities such as “caring,”
“understanding,” or “can mitigate risk” are gender-based stereotypes used to classify women
explicitly or implicitly. These gender-based stereotypes about desirable managerial behaviour are
then used to define women for particular leadership roles (Ryan et al., 2011). These genderbased stereotypes about women being placed in crisis-prone leadership positions have further
organizational implications toward the hiring and evaluation of women (Eagly & Karau, 2002).
In this district, the TS are classified and described as being afflicted with high rates of
absenteeism for both staff and students; also, with high rates of mobility where students move in
and out of the schools frequently and staffing positions remain unfilled. TS demonstrate years of
EQAO scores that consistently remain in the lowest quartile in the province of Ontario. Even the
fact that there is a strategy associated with TS at this district implied that there is considerable
political pressure on the district to turn these schools around. Therefore, I conclude that TS
schools contextually qualify as leadership positions that met the definition of a glass cliff for
women. In this district, 75% of all TS principals were women. Principals were placed in TS and
their selection was neither transparent nor entirely voluntary. Several principals in the transcripts
made jokes about how working in a TS was viewed as a punishment even though they had been
told their leadership was exceptional. Principals in NTS made comments to the effect that they
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believed it was unfair that their compensation was the same as a principal working in a TS. TS
were seen as schools in crisis and principal leaders were handpicked to turn the schools around.
I would say this, and it is frustrating going into meetings and especially as a principal in a
high needs school, it is frustrating to go and hear like… and I’m not asking for empathy
or anything, but you could go into a meeting and you’ll have principals that are not in a
TS, and they don’t really understand the busyness of the day in and day out, and the
things that you see. The emotional toll it can take on you. (Principal #2, TS, female)
Can I just put THAT on the record? Because this is the first year, I’ve felt that, that some
of the issues I have faced are because of sexism. I am not a feminist, I am not a women’s
rights advocate, I never even thought about it. My issues with my trustee, he does not like
me, and he comes in bringing a problem, and he says, “You sound really defensive.” And
I will say to him, that “I am trying to explain it to you,” and he will say, “See? There you
go again, being really defensive.” I had to complain about it, so it is not happening
anymore, but he is walking down the halls of the schools and high-fiving the male
teachers. Says “Hi” to everyone at the table but me and another woman at the table. I see
him talking to all the guys but never to the women. I’ve never seen that before, and it’s
the first time I’ve had it happen. That interaction has opened my eyes to other issues too.
I never was a union person, I could do everything on my own merit, but then you hear
these things and I’m like, “Wait a minute, that’s not right.” There are many times when I
wish I didn’t take this route. It is thankless. You are having to constantly defend your
decisions. My problem of practice in my principal learning team [PLT] this year was
going to be about school culture and rebuilding teams and looking at ourselves as
instructional lead learners. That is what I wanted to do but it was not allowed. I was told
it had to be about grade one reading. I still care about grade one reading, it doesn’t mean
that I don’t, but the thing my school needs is team building. If there were a few schools
across the board that are working on similar things, I’d like to work with them. I should
have the choice. When the associate director came for a school visit, he was on his phone
the entire time and not engaged in the conversation, and he threw out a few lines, and
then he left. (Principal #10, TS, female)
I’ve only been here for three years. I think when you come here as an administrator you
have to trust the staff. And the staff have to trust you. I hope the board is being strategic
about placing principals … that will be a good fit into a TS. I think I’m fair, and I think
staff just love the kids, love the community and they know they are making a difference.
You feel good about yourself, but some days you leave beat up and exhausted. We laugh
a whole lot. There is a lot of laughter here. You have to laugh! It’s like sometimes, “oh
my god, did that just happen?!” You walk by a classroom and you see the kids and they
are engaged, and it’s magical what these educators can do. It’s hard, hard work. Maybe
it’s not the work we would ideally like to see out of them, but it’s something, and they are
achieving. (Principal #2, TS, female)
And don’t get me wrong. I’ve told my superintendent I’m happy being in a TS, and I love
those types of kids. It’s just everything that comes with it. (Laughs) that… you know…
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sometimes I just feel that we are getting paid the same amount of money, but we are all
not doing the same amount of work. And it’s not that I am going to change my level of
performance because someone has it easier than me, it’s just that maybe it would be nice
to even recognize that. But do you want to know what the perception out there is? How
bad did you screw up to get put in a TS? When I was placed at the other TS, every single
person who I spoke to asked me who I pissed off to get placed here. So, I actually asked
my superintendent at the time. Did I piss somebody off or something? Is that why I am
here? (Principal #7, TS, female)
With respect to the interpretation that TS schools are glass cliffs for women, my female
participants made more references to the decisions they made than the males did. Why did
women speak more about making decision than their male counterparts? There is empirical
evidence to show that women are generally more risk-averse with decision-making than men
(Eagly & Carli, 2007; Eckel & Grossman, 2008; Miller & Ubeda, 2012). Risk-aversion could be
a reasonable explanation for the fact that female principals allegedly made almost twice as many
decisions as men did. It could be that female principals were motivated by a need to feel safe
about making their decisions. Thus, they made many more incremental decisions in an attempt to
feel sure and safe about what they were doing. It is conceivable that in an organizational culture
where women are implicitly valued differently, are feeling disempowered, and where women
were trying to navigate their school improvement actions, they felt compelled to work twice as
hard and make more decisions. One explanation could be that female principals in TS faced
further political and leadership pressures to perform.
According to Gigerenzer and Selton (1999) culture plays a significant role in the way in
which humans make decisions. Research conducted with experimental models of choice
behaviour has demonstrated that decisions made in social contexts that are characterized with
negative emotions such as fear or shame can affect perceptions and limit the probability of
choosing a positive outcome (Gigerenzer & Selton, 1999). Even if a woman had not personally
experienced shame or punishment for making a poor decision by a superior, risk-aversion can be
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vicariously learned (Bandura, 1999). Female principals stated on many occasions that they feared
making a mistake or failing.
It is plausible that female principals stated they made more decisions in an effort to avoid
failure, and this fear of failure was so prominent in TS, they simply made more decisions to
ensure a higher probability of a positive outcome. Females have been experimentally found to
demonstrate higher rates of context sensitivity in decision-making, are more egalitarian and less
selfish in their decision-making than males (Miller & Ubeda, 2012). Other researchers have
found that females are sensitive to their environments where gender stereotypes are present and
they tend to make decisions that are risk-averse in those circumstances (Carr & Steele, 2010).
These female principals spoke of their high workloads and how they had learned to handle the
everyday crises occurring in their schools. One principal stated that she had adjusted quite well
to managing crisis as a function of her experience over time leading in a TS. The workload for
these women was also disproportionate given the fact that the organizational culture had been set
up in such that they had to double their improvement efforts to meet the needs of the school as
well as comply with district school improvement expectations. Women were compelled to
defend and rationalize every decision to maximize the social or financial benefit of each decision
evidenced by the detailed descriptions used to talk about what they did and why.
Therefore, if a principal is working in a social context where mistakes are less tolerated,
the workload is complex and heavy, the risk of failure is high, decisional autonomy is low, and
the stakes for improvement has political and career implications, it will all operate together to
limit or bind the principal’s decision-making ability. TS for female principals in this district were
glass cliffs that were a cognitively binding context. Furthermore, working in a glass cliff under
these conditions can lead to a principal’s workplace stress contributing to illness, burnout and
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attrition. According to Statistics Canada, in 2009, women consistently report their days have
higher levels of stress compared to men (https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-503x/2010001/article/11543/c-g/c-g002-eng.htm). The implications for women placed in glass cliff
positions has deep and far-reaching impacts for principals beyond bounded rationality.
Interpretation 4: District Organizational/Structural Constraints on Principal School
Improvement Efforts
The tension between policy and principal decision making was clearly evident in the data
and this was perceived to constrain school improvement efforts. The district this study took place
in had systematically collected population-level demographic information about each school’s
neighbourhoods, however, as revealed in these transcripts, demographic information did not tell
the whole story about what a principal is dealing with on a day-to-day basis. For example,
principals explained that in some schools located in TS neighbourhoods there were different
experiences with parent communities that were not expected according to the demographic
information. Some schools that were not labelled by the district as a TS had other contextual
challenges such as a high volume of primary grades, or a parent community that required a
significant degree of ethno-cultural knowledge. One principal in a TS stated she is severely
under-resourced with English Language Learner support and communications with families
hindering her home-school connection efforts. Another principal in a TS stated she had a little
diversity in her school population but was spending all her time trying to establish basic trust
with the families in the community. One TS had a small school population with no intermediate
grades. The absence of adolescents in the school meant that her improvement efforts were
focused on different priorities than for other K-8 or middle schools. The size of this elementary
school with a more concentrated population had less challenges than one would expect, but due
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to the reliance on Census data, it was labelled a TS, it received some resources that may have
been better utilized in another school. The interview transcripts revealed a much more nuanced
continuum of school context beyond a basic dichotomy of TS or NTS that required a more
differentiated approach. In essence, one standardized district improvement strategy did not fit all.
We have three communities; some parents have high expectations and some -- we don’t
talk to at all. We are in a special place because we do happen to have some more affluent
parents, from (name of neighbourhood) and there’s teachers and all these different types
of occupations from there and we don’t always have parental support from there and you
look over at our more impoverished neighbourhoods and there’s low parental support but
there are some there that are heavily involved. I find it interesting that there is a mix from
all three. (Principal #4, TS, female).
We have a very high ESL population. They won’t want homework, but they care about
their kids in school. [ESL parents] want to know what’s going on in school. We use
Synervoice in English and Arabic. Every six weeks we do an ESL parent information
afternoon. The first one was on volunteering in the school, police checks, and our
community police officer came in to help build relationships in the community because
that may look different in their home country. The second one was on progress reports,
what to expect, how to do an interview with parents, we’ll book interpreters, so please let
us know. The third one, we provided option sheets for parents whose kids are in grade
eight. We need interpreters. We need a Somalian or Kurdish interpreter. We have a
Spanish interpreter; we have four interpreters, so we have to organize that information.
It’s a struggle to get the communication home to the parents. We need more settlement
workers, and my Arabic settlement worker only comes once per week, and when there is
a discipline issue where two kids got into a fight, I like to deal with that right away, but I
can’t just pick up the phone, I have to wait for the settlement worker or call her at another
school. You miss the moment. (Principal #9, TS, female).
Further to that, within these very different environments, there is no evidence about what
criteria superintendents used to support their principals with their leadership and decisions once
placed. Taken together, there was no systematic way of capturing principal’s impact on school
improvement. Despite the paucity of this information, principals were expected to possess
refined leadership skills coming into the role. According to the principal qualification training
requirements on the Ontario Principal Council website (see Appendix D for an overview of
training modules), principals are expected to develop or possess a) critical self-reflection skills,
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b) situational awareness, to be able to recognize possible biases, and c) emotional intelligence. If
these skills are expected of principal leaders it remains an open question about how a principal
can monitor change in their skills and capacities over time. There is a need for the establishment
of a developmental leadership capital framework to compare and contrast improvement decisions
and leadership impact over time. Principals need to know what value they bring to the school,
what the schools needs are, and what areas of development or growth is required. The loss of
information for decisions leading towards effective and timely leadership in school improvement
is certainly a binding agent for school and district effectiveness.
Superintendent supervision was found to be a factor in hampering school improvement
efforts. Principals spoke about how district policy and practice concerning the union’s influence
on staff attitudes and resistance to change were limiting their ability to get things done.
According to the principals in this study, fear of union backlash was perpetuated by the
superintendents’ behaviour. Principals described ways in which superintendents undermined
principal improvement efforts such as allowing union stewards to contact them directly as
opposed to redirecting the stewards back to their school principal first. In one school, a principal
stated how absolutely wretched they was that no one in the district would support them with
eliminating rotary in his school. Rotary was described as the way in which a school is organized
so that junior and intermediate elementary students did not have homeroom teachers. Students
were shuffled between different teachers, classes and subjects throughout the day much like
secondary school. The principal believed that the students were unable to build good
relationships with teachers and their achievement suffered because none of the teaching staff
spent enough time with students to get to know them. The principal felt staff had taken over their
school and the principal was only there for “show.” The principal described the staff as highly
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union-affiliated and had openly refused to allow academic consultants and coaches into their
classrooms and their practice remained dated and unchallenged. This principal could not make
the decisions needed to improve the school due to a perception of politics involving senior
administration and their unwillingness to deal with the union.
These two principals discussed the how superintendent decisions and actions in
supervision have impacted their autonomy and decision-making in their schools.
Here’s the thing, it’s in the collective agreement that we can move people around, but the
superintendents don’t want to deal with the challenge from the unions. It’s in there. I’ve
taught in other boards. It says in the collective agreement that it is strongly encouraged to
move people every 8-10 years. I’m past my retirement date, so I am going to tell it like it
is. (Principal #17, NTS, male)
It’s very disempowering and demoralizing. There are lots of those examples across the
board, and that’s why we have a lot of frustrated principals. There is not the same level of
autonomy that we used to have. I was used to being more autonomous, being very
empowered. Now, it’s like the superintendent comes in and they are like, “what are you
doing about this, and what are you doing about that” and notes are being taken. Very
different culture right now. (Principal #3, NTS, female)
Superintendents and senior leaders in this particular district had laid out a highly
prescriptive school improvement program for all elementary schools. The district-wide
improvement program dictated the goals, strategies and quarterly reporting structures for
principals. Principals were expected to track individual students in multiple classes and report the
data to the superintendent. Some of the principals argued that individual student tracking was
more the job of the classroom teacher and it was their job to support the teachers with this
process. The superintendents also provided pre-packaged, compliance-based professional
development training for principals to deliver at monthly staff meetings, leaving little room for
principal choice. Principals were organized into Principal Learning Teams (PLTs) that were
intended to provide principals with a leadership networking platform, however the PLT structure
was largely scripted and pre-planned. PLT membership was selected and grouped by the school’s
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supervising superintendent. Principals stated they wanted more choice about who they wanted to
work with, and the lack of choice limited their social influence with other professionals.
The compliance-based school improvement program laid out by the district served to
constrain principal autonomy in their leadership and subsequently their decisions and
subsequently school improvement. These district practices were insular, rigid and highly
standardized in nature and as such, the district policy and practice for school improvement
limited principal rationality. There was little opportunity for principals to interact with parties
outside their regimented schedules and this limited the likelihood for them to access to new
information to have open dialogues with others. Many of the principals expressed fear of
consequences for asking too many questions or for requesting resources. Statements like, “we’ll
make do,” or “this is just the way things are right now,” indicated a sense of powerlessness,
helplessness and frustration. There was little opportunity for creativity or for principals to
challenge the dominant status quo even when they had evidence that some things were not
working. One principal stated that she had carefully scheduled a literacy block a little later in the
morning based on her trend analysis of how many students were consistently late in the
mornings. Her rationale was to ensure most students would not miss this vital instruction period.
A visiting associate director made her change her schedule to comply with his idea that the
literacy block is to be scheduled first thing in the morning regardless of her decision based on the
school needs and data.
The literature on school improvement has stated that principal leadership is a vital
component and prior studies have provided evidence that effective leadership can turn a school
around. In order for principals to turn around a school, they are expected to establish a clear
vision, create a mission, set goals, and determine performance expectations of staff. Principals
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are to use achievement, demographic and school climate data to inform school improvement
cycles. Principals are also expected to instructionally lead their school teams academically with a
high-quality curriculum and assessment program (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). However, in this
district, principal autonomy was severely limited, which in turn constrained the principals’
ability to set their own vision, goals, performance expectations and lead their own instructional
program in their schools. This organizational district practice and policy constrained school
improvement efforts at the individual school level. It is unknown how or why this district chose
to follow such a prescriptive and controlled model of school improvement that was more
resonant of synoptic planning rather than the SEF supported contingency model. Synoptic
planning is a highly centralized set of policies within a fixed curriculum that provides a clear
program of evaluation, limited autonomy, and standardized school inspections. Such an approach
dictates a consistency of practice within schools in tandem with structured lesson plans and is
highly prescriptive, bureaucratic, and inflexible for principal rationality in decision-making and
leadership toward school improvement efforts (Scheerens, 2016). It may be that there is a lack of
information for senior leadership in understanding how to instructionally support schools at a
systemic or organizational level. Recent evidence suggests that superintendents and senior
leaders also struggle with understanding how to be instructional leaders with their principals as
there is no formal definition of instructional leadership with no clear way in which
superintendents can support principals with implementation (Powell, 2017; Honig, 2012).
Weiner and Woulfin (2017) conducted an interview study with seven new principals to
examine their perceptions of district control and school autonomy. Within the literature review of
this study, the authors stated that districts in the United States continue to struggle with issues of
autonomy in the era of accountability, and ultimately school “autonomy is bounded or
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controlled” (p. 337). Weiner and Woulfin (2017) found that principals wanted districts to be
more flexible with respect to shielding principals from stakeholder demands when engaging in
positive instructional or improvement work, provide opportunities for principals to share quality
practices across the district, and allow principals to have more instructional control within their
schools. Weiner and Woulfin call for recognition that when districts implement a board-wide
vision, the vision will not affect all schools equally, and caution should be applied with using
rhetoric that forces standardization. The issues and voices of the American principals in the
Weiner and Woulfin study clearly resonate with voices of the Canadian principals in this study.
To illustrate the similarities and foundation for the premise that the district policy and
structure is constraining school improvement efforts, the following nine excerpts from principals
describe how the district’s organizational structures are binding them.
I struggle sometimes when I am at a meeting and I am told, “This is what we are doing
for instructional leadership and you’re to sit here to monitor and bring out your stuff
about marker students.” My marker students are teachers, not kids, so how can I talk
about programming for them, when that is – that’s a disconnect as a principal because I
work with the teachers. (Principal #20, NTS, male)
I find that in the board’s effort to become super narrow and specific has translated to
PLTs as well, and we have been told that we have to focus on early reading. That’s fine,
that was a focus for me anyway, but it doesn’t necessarily allow us to talk about other
aspects of positive culture and well-being as a possible problem of practice, right? There
are opportunities to talk about operations there, but in terms of the purpose and use of
that time, it is more directed and specific using a structured protocol, so I don’t have an
opportunity to talk about that stuff there. (Principal #2. TS, male)
[On discussing school improvement planning] I think it’s just so valuable! I think that’s
why I am a principal and I’ve seen different administrators and I’ve seen school
improvement and really move a school. Like, just being able to get that buy-in and get
teachers to help develop it and implement it and move it forward it. I’ve seen schools
move and it’s just a great feeling. But I’ve also seen it not happen. I’ve seen other
principals go like, “here’s your school improvement plan.” Or, “I’m supposed to show
you this because the superintendent wants me to.” And all the staff just get up and leave
and the school improvement plan is just sitting there and they don’t really care. Then you
walk around the building and there’s nothing really happening. (Principal #4, TS, female)
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To be fair, no one is doing this to be intentionally harmful. There is a style to being a
manager and a leader, what we have right now is not leadership. It’s management. If you
look at our staff meeting, it has been designated. Like, we don’t even run our own staff
meetings! (Principal #3, NTS, female)
So, what they’ve done is they have front-loaded several months of staff meetings and PA
days, and part of that is because they have a lot of stuff to cover. So, that’s fine. I think if
I was to offer some feedback, it would be great if they could spread it out a little so there
is a lot more input about from the school about what happens. And maybe there are
timelines when stuff has to be done from the Ministry, I have no idea, but if you could
spread it out it would be better so I could catch up a little bit. (Principal #8, NTS, male)
The school improvement plan, we did it all together, and I present it every time we
update it. I bring it out… but it is a living document, and because our school
improvement plan was basically told to us, it’s hard to make it apply to everybody. I’ve
included everybody in my plan, but in terms of what the board is looking for, like grade 6
EQAO, but I don’t have grade 6s, so I feel like I am not getting any support for EQAO,
and I’ve told my superintendent that. And the other thing is Grade 1 reading. But I am K5, so what are the other teachers doing? I’ve included it all, but it’s hard with a scripted
school improvement plan. How am I going to get buy-in if everyone’s voice is not in it?
(Principal #7, TS, female)
The whole continuous improvement process is good, but this year, we’ve talked about it
once at every staff meeting because at every staff meeting there is something that I have
to do, that is prescribed and has to be done, and we don’t even get to instruction.
(Principal #6, TS, female)
I told this to my superintendent; I am “dumbing” this down, I wrote it down and I still
don’t even understand what I am saying. And the annual plan is always changing
anyway, it’s so very prescriptive. I have to show how we are addressing things set out by
the board. I always have specialists or teachers lead (parts in-school PD) it, not me
standing up and delivering. We were given a 100-slide deck from our senior admin for
PD, and I didn’t use any of those. (Principal #12, TS, female)
[Sigh] Well, everything has been prescribed. It’s a hard year for that question because we
don’t have any free time and yup, we had the PD day where we could work on math as a
whole school, but we all know when you do something as a one-off, it doesn’t work. The
staff meeting that followed, we had 20 minutes. Well, 20 minutes isn’t enough with a
staff of 60 people. I can’t impact 60 people in 20 minutes. I can’t bring them all in with
that short of time. (Principal #19, TS, female)
The fact that principals were obligated into compliance helps explain why many principal
decisions were happening outside of formal improvement planning. Principals then felt
compelled to duplicate efforts by meeting the demands of the school while fully complying with
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their superintendent’s expectations. Some principals had two school improvement plans meant
they had less time to make any decisions. For those principals leading TS, this premise was even
more salient. These constraints had a psychological and limiting toll on principal leadership.
Within the transcript descriptions, it was evident that many of the principals were unhappy and
frustrated with these processes lamenting how this lack of autonomy undermined their ability to
lead their school.
A recent systematic research review by Rangel (2018) summarized the reasons why
principals leave schools, bounce between different schools or leave the field of education
altogether. Rangel showed that the most consistent reasons for principals leaving were due to a
perceived lack of autonomy related to school improvement and staffing decisions, a lack of
meaningful professional development, and frustration with trying to comply with multiple
demands from central district office. Low performing schools were also found to be a factor in
principal turnover, as these schools were typically hotbeds for new and inexperienced principals.
Last, Rangel provided some empirical evidence from several studies that connected principal
turnover to consequences on student performance, school culture and teacher turnover.
The results reported in my study could serve as an early warning system for districts that
they may be facing high levels of principal attrition which would further exacerbate school and
district performance on multiple levels. In summary, I conclude that the district’s policy and
practice in prescribing an insular and rigid school improvement programs served to bind and
hamper school effectiveness efforts especially in TS.
Section II: My Theory – The Role of Bounded Rationality in School Improvement
Leadership and rational decision-making are fundamentally cognitively learned
psychological processes. How one thinks and behaves contextually is determined by social and
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cultural factors. In any given situation, how one chooses to act is both influenced by their
environment and their summative informal and formal learning experiences. Lived through
experiences shape new learnings. Learning translates to the subsequent expression of rationality.
Decision-making is a rational cognitive process inherent to leadership. In my introduction, I
presented Rationality Theory as a cognition and learning model of school effectiveness due to
the fact that this model highlights the function of decision-making and logic as it occurs
contingently upon context (Scheerens, 2016). Gigerenzer and Selten (1999) argue that the theory
of Bounded Rationality means that cognition and decisions are constrained by various social and
environmental phenomena such as gender or stress.
In this study, my theory is dedicated toward the explanation of the lived experiences of
principals. Bounded Rationality explains how a principal is rationally able to make decisions for
school improvement. My theory explains how principal leadership capital and decision-making
are contextually hindered (i.e., bounded) in school improvement efforts. At the outset of this
study, I intended to explore what decisions principals were making in different school contexts
by attempting to understand what information they used and how they used it. Emerging from
the data, I found that context includes other constructs beyond school type. Finding that gender
was a context that required explanation was an unexpected finding that emerged from these data
and previous research and, as such, a big part of this new theory. A female principal’s leadership
and rationality are bounded by being stereotyped and placed in a glass cliff school, also known
as a TS, and the organizational context they are employed in. The organizational or cultural
context is defined by the interpretations of the district policy based on best practices set out by
the Ministry of Education in Ontario. My new theory builds on and explains real-world
experience of leading schools in one district in Ontario. This theory extends and explains the
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connections between existing leadership theory, research on gender differences, school
effectiveness theory, and bounded rationality theory.
Description of the Model
Please see Figure 5 for a graphical presentation of the model followed by an explanation
of the Model from Left to Right:
FIGURE 5. Graphical Model of My Theory, Bounded Rationality and School Improvement

1. Unidentified Constraints (largest circle) – These are other possible cultural or social
constraints that could be influencing principal rationality with respect to making
decisions toward school improvement and impacting school effectiveness. This largest
encompassing circle includes all possible unidentified rationality constraints in a
principal’s cognitive purview.
2. Identified Constraint – Prescriptive District Practices and Policies (second largest circle
in green): This circle of influence includes how the district in this study has interpreted
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school effectiveness policy and practice. In this study, the district provided a prescriptive
model for schools to follow. The assumption is this district used the SEF as their
framework for deciding how and what schools should focus on, what goals schools need
to focus on, and how to implement and monitor these school improvement goals. The
district interpretation and implementation of what they believe school improvement
practices should be at the school level has constrained or undermined the nature of the
Contingency Theory tenets of the SEF. This sphere of influence is the most
encompassing of the constraints as it includes leadership training of principals and the
guiding framework of the OLF and the SEF for Ontario principals in this district.
3. Constraint – TS vs. NTS Stereotypes (third largest circle in yellow): This circle of
influence represents the way in which the school context is viewed by principals. How
the school is labelled provided a lens for stereotyping. Depending on the school type in
this study (TS or NTS) each typology carries expectations about student, staff and parent
behaviour. These expectations serve to guide decisions around school improvement. This
sphere of influence overlaps the district constraints and the glass cliff constraint for
female principals.
4. Constraint – Glass Cliffs (smallest constraint circle in grey): Female principals who were
assigned to TS were dealing with the “think crisis – think female” stereotype. These
schools are challenging workplaces that may or may not be resourced appropriately and
without trust and autonomy from the district, principals’ decisions are constrained even
though they demonstrated higher leadership capital than their male counterparts. Implicit
structural gender barriers present as a significant constraint for female principals in this
district in this study.
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5. Principal Leadership Capital (circle in red): Represents the principal’s rationality as a
function of each principal’s instructional and transformational leadership capacity.
6. Bounded Rationality Lens (circle in grey): Represents the total bounded rational lens
upon which the principals make school improvement decisions. The bounded rationality
lens shapes, amplifies, reduces and focuses the principal’s total cognitive worldview.
7. School Improvement Decisions (many black circles): Represent the various decisions that
principals make, either formally or informally, about school improvement.
8. School Effectiveness (purple arrow): Represents the culminating effect of the school
improvement decisions toward school effectiveness.
Section III: Implications for Policy, Practice and Future Research
The Bounded Rationality of Decision-Making in School Improvement model I have put
forth has several implications for policy and practice. In summary, this study provided an
explanation of school improvement decisions and efforts, but the effectiveness of these decisions
and actions are constrained by social and organizational factors. In essence, school improvement
within this district context is currently unrealized, like heat lost in a poorly insulated home. The
implications of this work have provided some clarity around why districts may be failing to see
consistent school improvement over time. If much of the principal’s school improvement
decisions and actions remain unrecognized due to the bounded realities presented here, the
question remains, how can we devise a systemic measurement framework to determine the
efficacy of school improvement? Now that we have some clarity about how the context of a
school environment shapes or constrains leadership and decision-making, we can begin to
discuss next steps for research and for practice.
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I propose several recommendations for districts to help alleviate some of the principal
leadership capital needs. First, to operationalize leadership capital into a developmental
continuum in order to address current and future leadership capacity. Ideally such a
developmental leadership tool should be a joint cooperative assessment completed by the
principal and the superintendent for increased equity and transparency. Once we understand what
capacities a principal has, and what she or he brings to a school, we can understand the impact of
that principal’s leadership on the school over time. A clear operationalized continuum of
leadership capacity can help eliminate possible hidden gender bias. It can aid with school
placements that are optimally matched. The tool can also support the consistent collection of
decisions made by the principal as they work to improve their schools within their leadership
framework. A running record of improvement actions and decisions over time would be valuable
for program evaluation purposes and to provide incoming principals with documented actions
that worked.
Principal leadership needs to be identified and evaluated systematically and in practice,
beyond theory. The fact that principal leadership is the primary catalyst that requires a research
program that identifies key leadership behaviours as evidence of successful school improvement
linking leadership to improvement beyond theory is now being discussed. A recent paper by
Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins (2020), acknowledged the explicit role of school context in
principal leadership that cannot be applied with one standard. Leithwood et al. concede that there
are numerous influences on student achievement, such as socio-economic realities of students,
and the quality of the relationships between parents and school staff. Furthermore, Leithwood et
al. also state that the way in which a principal contextually leads and makes decisions in their
school cannot be equitably measured through student-level achievement outcomes such as
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standardized testing. The authors propose that further research is required to “identify forms of
leadership that will be helpful across many different contexts and that the prime role of a school
leader is to figure out how best to use that information as they craft their responses to their own
unique contexts” (p. 10). Finally, the authors state that they recommend a “growth-state or
developmental phase” of school improvement that recognizes levels of school performance (p.
10).
Leithwood was instrumental in designing the OLF (2013), the SEF (2013) and the
District Effectiveness Framework (2013), which provide the theory of school improvement and
the leadership behaviours required for successful implementation. There is no question that these
theoretical contributions are substantial and comprehensive and have inspired me to find a way
to make this theory more applicable for schools and districts. The crux of the issue for practice
and policy, that still remains despite updates to theory, is that there is much work to be done in
terms of operationalization, measurement and evaluation of the applications of these theories for
school improvement. In this study, I have taken a first step and presented a phased
developmental school improvement model (Appendix E) which can help document principal
leadership activities and school improvement events.
Second, clarity with leadership capital also adds clarity for superintendents who are
working with multiple principals in different school contexts. One of the ways in which school
improvement can be operationalized is through a phased conceptualization of school
improvement. Using well-defined criteria, we can reasonably predict a schedule of process and
outcomes, and track progress at the school and district level. If a principal is transparently placed
in a school that is deemed to match the principal’s skillsets well, there is a better chance of
improving the school and seeing progress over time. A phased, responsive framework for
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improvement can flexibly support a principal and their leadership by meeting them where they
are. The entry point of the principal for making improvement decisions should begin as a
cooperative decision between the superintendent, the incoming principal, the vice-principal (if
there is one), and the principal transitioning out. There is no specific start or end date, or
prescription about how a principal accomplishes the tasks set out in a phased approach. The idea
is to provide a systematic, but loose and responsive structure to honour different school contexts
while still demonstrating the capacity to capture improvement progression. Appendix E provides
a description of a phased model of school improvement that could serve as a baseline and
progress monitoring over time. As Leithwood et al. (2020) have pointed out, further research in
“leadership selection, evaluation and development” is needed (p. 15). It is possible that the way
in which the OLF (2013) is conceptualized may be adding to the difficulty in moving on with
this much needed next step in empirical study. To illustrate, part of the OLF includes Personal
Leadership Resources as introduced in Chapter Two, intended to provide a set of leadership
characteristics to guide principals with what constitutes as a good leadership behaviour.
Leithwood et al. (2020) continue to stand behind this conceptual framework and have stated that
research is needed to further support their claim that the PLRs are the catalyst behaviours that
facilitate school improvement changes. Leithwood contends that the PLRs should be researched
to further as personality constructs (Leithwood et al., 2020). Arguably, if the PLRs as defined,
framed as personality constructs would be quite problematic. The constructs listed as cognitive,
social and emotional resources that represent effective leadership behaviour would prove
difficult to operationalize and measure as discrete constructs. The scales in their current form
would require extensive basic research and psychometric testing to determine internal reliability
prior to any systematic evaluation (i.e., predictive, discriminant convergent or predictive
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validity). That is, the meaning of the PLR concepts being measured need to be empirically
clarified to ensure they are measuring what they are supposed to measure, and the constructs do
not contradict each other or overlap while reasonably predict leadership behaviour across a
variety of contexts and settings. Without empirical rigor to date, these concepts remain untested,
and thus, perhaps do not offer the best way forward due to the size of the ask. Instead, perhaps it
would be more meaningful to follow up with a mixed-method of coding and identifying
leadership behaviours in a random selection of schools to determine what leadership behaviours
were observed and to code what is working to describe in context what effective leadership is
and is not.
There are many useful qualitative and mixed method examples of leadership research
established in the literature with peer-reviewed methods and analyses to build on (Klenke, 2016).
Elucidating what principals actually do and connecting the behavioural data to changes in a
number of quantified baselines (i.e., level of staff efficacy, perception levels of student safety,
quality of parent engagement, number of, and quality of the relationships with community
providers and agencies) would be the first step in identifying and then evaluating principal
leadership contributions to school improvement. Future research in this area would need to take
great care in ensuring a balanced review of principal leadership, as the elucidation of what is not
working is just as relevant to learn from as the successes. The suggested quantitative data such as
school climate, can be collected at the district level that could be centralized and managed with a
consistent data strategy and evaluation program.
Last, gendered differences in principal leadership and decision-making emerged in this
study. Future research will need to focus on further elucidating how leadership is expressed as a
function of a systemic and structural perspective. Women are still being placed in precarious
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positions where their experiences are qualitatively different than male principals based on
stereotypes. In the establishment of a principal leadership assessment that is reliable, valid,
useful and tested with different districts in tandem with a phased model of school improvement,
we can work toward eliminating bias in the transparent selection and supervision of principals.
With such tools, school districts can view the principal’s journey of improvement with each
school they work in order to understand improvement and leadership impact over time.
Educational leadership research requires further work in examining possible gender differences
in selection and support of principals, to mitigate structural biases and inequities.
Taken together, I advocate for continued rigorous and empirical research of school
improvement and leadership application that meets with a high standard in qualitative and
mixed-method research. Gutiérrez and Penuel (2014) write that,
consequential research on meaningful and equitable educational change requires a focus
on persistent problems of practice, examined in the context of development, with
attention to ecological resources and constraints, including why, how, and under what
conditions programs and policies work. (p.29)
Research-practice partnerships is the new gold standard in terms of reciprocity for
evidence-informed practice. District leaders must embrace data, transparency and evaluation as
part of the way business is conducted from an ethical and responsible position. Attempts at
conducting research in schools and districts have been met with resistance, fear and obstruction
(Gutiérrez & Penuel, 2014). As a researcher who worked in three school boards, I can attest that
this phenomenon exists and remains a dominant state even when extensive community and
stakeholder engagement attempts occur. Academic researchers in turn, must also recognize the
needs and realities of school and district leaders, understanding that most have not experienced
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the training and rigor of peer-review, scientific methodology and knowledge mobilization as it is
understood in research circles. Gutiérrez and Penuel (2014) state that the co-construction and codesign of research projects can assist with breaking down these barriers. If we are to truly learn
how to improve a school, what is important for leaders and principals to know and do, and how
all of this can improve the lives of students, these conditions must be met. Therefore,
understanding the tenets of research and the value of critical evaluation must be allowed into the
training programs of teachers and principals so that the effects of openness to research, theory
and rigor can cascade upwards as middle management ascend to senior management and district
leaders.
Section IV: Limitations
In terms of generalization to wider audiences, the theory and story presented here is a
contextual, and a political story shaped by data, systematic and iterative analysis, and my own
experiences within this particular district. As such, this theory may not generalize to other
districts. The intent for this work is that some parts of the HERLeadership and the Role of
Bounded Rationality in school improvement and the methodology shared can be discussed and
explored in other districts.
The theory generated in this study describes how principal leadership is restricted or
bounded by several factors. Factors such as district policy and gender constraints are having a
mollifying effect on school improvement efforts. My new theory is informed and grounded in
substantial bodies of research and it is interpreted in a new way to lend new meaning to the fields
of leadership, educational policy and school improvement. I believe this work was successful in
supporting the objectives of methodological rigor as, theorizing in grounded theory leads to new
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ideas, challenge current policy and practice, as well as expose unrecognized and misunderstood
contradictions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).
My interpretation and lenses used for analysis and interpretation could result in
alternative explanations. For example, Crowson (1989) conducted a qualitative study examining
decision-making of principals in schools from Chicago in the late 1970s and then conducted a
secondary analysis of the same data in the 1980s. The original study found that principals made
decisions that defied district directives at times and the author had reasoned the rationale for
principals behaving defiantly were related to discrepancies in the way principals understood their
own values compared to the district’s policy. Deviance from policy was argued to be a result of
principal rebellion and insubordination against the impersonal bureaucracy by the district. When
Crowson (1989) conducted a secondary analysis of the data with a rational choice approach, he
reframed his research question to re-examine principal decisions as acts of creativity. Through a
different take on the data, Crowson (1989) concluded that principal motivations were not
necessarily explicit and deliberate in making rebellious decisions, but perhaps principals were
simply faced with having to make so many decisions with contentious and competing outcomes.
Principals had to weigh out who would benefit most from their decisions, and by having to make
weighted comparisons in favor of one party over another, principals were not deliberately acting
insubordinately, but were making decisions that were more closely aligned with personally held
moral and ethical values, such as what was best for their students, staff or families. These moral
and ethical values did not always conform to district policy, and decisions appeared to be
rebellious. Crowson (1989) demonstrated that both interpretations are valid, however, it brings
home an important point about how intimately tied analyses, interpretations are to research
questions.
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The amount of data collected just from the interviews in this study could support many
studies and numerous different secondary analyses just like Crowson (1989) has done. It remains
an empirical dilemma, whereby all research is the result of a snapshot in time. The level of
credibility and transparency is absolutely vital to the trustworthiness of the study by bracketing
and communicating my positionality which I hope was sufficiently done. Further research can
ask different questions of the data, and any extension of the method demonstrated here should
include triangulation of other data sources. Subsequent studies and analyses could also benefit
from inter-rater agreement methodologies such as Cohen’s kappa inter-rater agreement analysis
to ensure consistency in coding and interpretation (Fleiss & Cohen, 1973, 1981; Klenke, 2016).
For qualitative researchers, Klenke (2016) describes this dilemma best by saying, “truth is a
matter of credibility, and reality is mind-constructed; it becomes reality only for a person at a
given time and place” (Kindle Edition).
The Bounded Rationality in Decision-Making for School Improvement theory presented
here is not limited by making positivist assumptions that the theory needs to be validated or
replicated, it only needs to satisfy the expectation that this study has brought forth new meaning
and understanding about the world of a principal leader. The interpretation provided in this study
is a culmination of myself dealing with the principals’ transcripts. It is expected that future
researchers will be able to add veracity to the theory presented here by investigating principal
leadership in other districts where organizational contexts will differ, but principal training and
supervision are derived from programs that share geography and similar programming in
Ontario.
It is entirely possible that my gender as a female had limitations and male principals may
not have felt as comfortable talking about their leadership experiences with me as the women
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did. The principals interviewed in this study were also part of a convenience sample, limited to
one district. It is also possible that my role as manager of research had introduced an unintended
power differential between myself and the principals. Principals knew that I was conducting this
research for senior leadership as well as for my dissertation. I was explicit with participants that I
what they stated in the interviews would not be shared with anyone, and I would not reveal to
senior leadership who I interviewed. During the interviews themselves, I was cognizant of any
possible power differences. That said, the principals appeared very open, receptive and
motivated to discuss their realities with me, so given the ease of the conversations and the depth
of the discussions it did not appear to be a salient issue.
It is also worth mentioning that one of the challenges with conducting research with
participants who self-report data is that the individuals interviewed unconsciously or unwittingly
may have told me what I wanted to hear or were motivated to appear in a favorable light. Many
principals made statements about their decisions, and I, in turn coded these statements as my
observations of leadership, decisions and actions. I did not have any evidence that what
principals said they did had actually occurred. I took their words at face-value. Self-report in
research has always been a contentious concern with respect to the spectrum between what a
participant says and what the participant does (Jerolmack & Khan, 2014). Jerolmack and Khan
termed the disconnect between self-report and behaviour as “attitudinal fallacy” which is how
researchers introduce error by inferring that stated intention is a direct proxy for actual behavior
(p. 179). As such, I contend that the observations made based on the decisions of principals must
be acknowledged as perceptual and conclude that the aim of this study was largely theoretical,
requiring that future research is required to demonstrate a stronger evidence-based connection of
the decisions and actions of principals with process and outcome data. One way in which future
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research can help alleviate this methodological tension is to engage in behavioural interviewing
techniques where additional artefacts and corroborating narratives can bolster events. On the
other side of the coin, is there a concern with asking principals to provide evidence to me that
they have in fact engaged in a particular activity? It is a privilege to ask them to share their
stories and experiences with me, and ethically, the participants who have agreed to be
interviewed, are taking all the risk in sharing their worldview and trusting me to interpret it in a
manner that describes their experiences accurately and also informs others. This too, is both a
limitation and a research dilemma that is not easily resolved, but it can at least be acknowledged.
In summary, as a critical realist researcher, meaning and exploration is predicated on
being open and acknowledging emergent systems (Edwards et al., 2014). Organizations such as
district school boards are complex, political communities connected to complex, political school
communities. Principals are complex, political, and social individuals who are connected to their
schools. These connections and how they influence different levels of the system cannot be
discerned to a causal statistical model, yet, there are patterns, and the patterns are explained in
context strongly indicating causality by the principals in this study. I believe this is what makes
context so tricky to study well and in summary, it is this study’s limitations and its strength.
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APPENDIX B: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Questions for School Conditions Interviews (prompts in bulleted italics)
School Condition
1. Safe and Orderly
Environment
Lookfors – leadership
influences, change.
Delegating, decision-making,

2. Disciplinary Climate
Lookfors – leadership
influences, change.
Delegating, decision-making.
Is there a discrepancy
between personal value
systems and policy/practice?
3. Teacher Commitment
(mobility)
Lookfors – how they are
managing these issues, how
much time they are spending
on staffing, what strategies
are they using to manage
mobility?
4. Quality of Instruction
Lookfors – articulate what
their expectations are clearly
to staff, communication,
holding staff to high
standards and accountable.
How are they facilitating as
opposed to doing the work?
5. Organization for planning
and instruction
Lookfors – building
independence, staff efficacy,
confidence.

Questions
1. The majority of (TS) principals stated this area was most
important and wanted to focus school improvement efforts in
the area of safe and orderly environment. Can you please
discuss what is working well in this area, and what you need to
be stabilize this and move on to other priorities?
Prompts
• What do you need from school/district?
1. How teachers are managing classroom discipline? How are
you holding staff accountable in this area?
2. What are your experiences with student supervision during
non-instructional time?
3. How are teachers holding students accountable?
Prompts
• What is working/not working?
• What do you need?
1. Let’s talk about the dynamics within your staff groups. What
are some of the celebrations and challenges you have within
your team?
2. What information do principals have about their staff group in
terms of experience, calling in sick, their perceived level of
commitment? What sources of info are you using to support
this?

1. How would you define “instructional leader?
2. What does “quality” instruction look like in your school?
3. Tell me about your role as the instructional leader here.
Prompts
• What do you believe you need in order to increase the quality of
the instruction in your school?
1. How do you communicate school improvement plans to the
staff?
2. Tell me about the school-led PD sessions. What areas are you
focusing on? What have you found to be valuable?
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School Condition
6. Collective efficacy
Lookfors – evidence of
decisions that empower staff,
give independence, not
micromanage processes.
Staff are protected from
rigidity, and “intiative-itis”
7. Academic press/setting
high expectations.

Questions
1. How are teachers and staff working together to solve problems
in the school (any problem not just instructional ones)?
2. Do you have staff who are still highly privatized? How are you
encouraging this to change?
Prompts
• What do staff work on most?
• Are there other areas you would like to see them work on more?

1. What you doing to ensure staff and students are pushed to
perform as highly as they can?
2. How is your school doing on EQAO? What is your
Lookfors – not blaming
understanding of why performance is what it is?
student demographics,
Prompts
leading change and executing • How are you using data to inform their decision-making? How do
clear plans to understand the
you know it is having an impact on student achievement?
gaps and mobilizing their
• How are you managing the pressures of EQAO emanating from the
school teams to collectively
district, staff and community?
manage it. Celebrating
• What do you think you need to do to move your school forward?
student and staff
• What is helping you set high expectations for your staff and
performance.
students? What is getting in the way?
8. Collaborative structures
1. Tell me about how it is working for you with community
and cultures.
partners, Learning and Specialized Services, Service
Department supports.
Lookfors – indications of
Prompts
using supports well and
• What has worked well for you recently?
accurately. Are they
• Community partners. What is working, what would you like to see
appropriately matching need
change? Why?
to service internally and
externally? What is not said?
9. Parent expectations
1. What is your understanding of parent expectations for students
at their school?
Prompts
• What is working well?
• What do you think would help either from an internal support (i.e.,
district/learning/special svcs) or external support (partnerships)?
10. Trust
1. Let’s talk about trust. Starting from the inside out: trust
between you and staff, trust among the staff, trust between the
The value of the trust will
students and the staff, trust between the school and the
impact decisions around
families, trust between the school and community partners,
resourcing and efficacy of
trust between the school and the district.
programming/instruction
with in the school.
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School Condition
Additional Leadership
Assessment Questions
Lookfors: 1) responsive, 2)
asset-based, 3) breaking it
down in communicative bits
for consumption and
followership.
Participant Questions: Do
you have any questions for
me?

Questions
1. How has your leadership changed working in this school? Has
it changed over time?
2. What would you tell the next administrator following you
about this school and what they need to focus on?
3. What is your ‘compelling vision’ about school improvement at
this school? How are you executing it?
Do you have any questions about this study? Was there something that
you wanted to discuss, but I didn’t ask about?
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APPENDIX C: CODING DEFINITIONS
Code
1. Academic
Leadership
Evidence
(n = 125)

2. Academic
Press
(n = 74)
3. Autonomy
(n = 62)

4. Brandy
(n = 32)

5. Caretakers
(n = 8)
6. Classroom
Management
(n = 40)

Description
Principals defined ways or situations in
which they incited staff towards high
expectations with students, provided and
made time for instructional PD. Actions
or activities that described enhanced
pedagogy and assessment, and using
data to understand student learning and
performance.
Situations or examples where the
principal describes setting or having
high expectations for student learning
and performance (i.e., achievement
expectations by staff or parents).
With respect to decision-making in their
school, situations or examples where the
principal made a decision that was
outside of prescribed school
improvement efforts set by the board, or
discussed barriers and issues related to
needing or wanting autonomy in
decisions around school improvement
(e.g., autonomy with staffing, working
on areas of well-being or focusing on
math.).
Comments made by me during the
interview that I wanted to keep in mind
or reflect on, thoughts or musings about
what a principal stated that referred to
white privilege or misconceptions,
biases or inequities either in my own
thinking or what the principal said. At
the time, I did not record or expect to see
white privilege emerge in the data, so it
was not coded specifically for it.
Issues regarding caretakers, union issues
regarding caretakers, concerns or
situations regarding caretaking staff that
impacted the school.
Situations, examples or comments made
about staff or the principal dealt with
strategies to deal with student behaviour.
Issues that interrupt learning due to
behaviour. Holding staff accountable for
classroom discipline.

Example
“The VP and I check to see what strategies the teacher
tried first and ask if they have reached out to parents.”

“I want teachers engaged with kids, not teaching
behind a desk, in small group instruction. You have to
be mobile, and you can’t expect kids to come to you
for help, because kids won’t ask for help, you need to
be circulating.”
“It’s very disempowering and demoralizing. There are
lots of those examples across the board, and that’s why
we have a lot of frustrated principals. There is not the
same level of autonomy that we used to have. I was
used to being more autonomous, being very
empowered.”

“I think we are not really clear at the senior level, well
my whole research question is to understand what
makes an effective school. They only look at data, and
that’s not their fault because this is the message they’ve
been given.”

“Caretaking is an issue because they are off all the
time. It’s gotten better, but I went 2.5 months without
it, and teachers are tired of their rooms not clean.”
“The teachers do an excellent job at classroom
discipline. They don’t view themselves as independent
contractors working in the same building they really do
view themselves as a team. So, if there is a problem
with a student in the class they really try to solve it
themselves first, and there is not constant office
referral. We know when someone calls the office,
things have gotten really bad and they do, they are
automatically contacting parents, they are trying to
problem solve with kids. They’ve done a really great
job over the last few years trying to understand where
the kids are coming from and so in seeing their role in
student disengagement is great.”
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7. Collective
Efficacy
(n = 50)

Situations, scenarios or comments made
about staff working together effectively,
with efficacy, or without effectiveness
(the opposite of privatization). Includes
working together on any problem in the
school; behavioural or instructional.

8.
Communication
(n = 8)

Specific examples of principal
communicating school improvement
strategies/plans or intentional
communication with anyone inside or
outside the school.

9. Community
Partners (n =
44)

Discussion, barriers, issues, positive or
negative stories about working with
community partners.

10.
Complacency/
compliance
(n = 12)

Situations, scenarios, opinions about
staff or students who are compliant, not
taking risks in learning, or demonstrate
no behavioural issues.

11. Complexity
or Volume
(n = 28)

Comments made about high numbers of
students, about a particular issue or
students/families with complex and
multiple needs that the principal is trying
to meet.

12. Continuous
Learning and
Improvement
(n = 5)

Prescribed school improvement plan set
out by district.

“One of the greatest things we have here is the level of
commitment staff have to our school and our school
community. Many of them have been here a long time
and choose to be here. If you land at this school you
either leave within a year or two, or you are here for
the long haul. I think people do work as a team, they
are creative, and they are problem solvers. When I sit
at system meetings and I hear what is going on in other
schools, the work that my staff does in terms of
assessment and evaluation, and teaching, and using
technology, is far beyond what the other schools are
using. Here we have to work so hard at engaging these
kids and keep our kids achieving, so they have to work
really hard at refining their practice.”
“So, ongoing communication is essential, and that is
especially true when you are in here. I had an SO say to
me I can never communicate too much, and I share that
message with my staff. Communication is a high
priority. When we hold students accountable for their
behaviour, communication with the families is very
important, and the parent has an expectation that we
will follow up, so we do that.”
“There is a Community Church that comes in and [has]
been a part of our school council. They do community
events that we help them publish and advertise; they
have donated a ton of food for our snack programs for
students who do forget their lunches, or we do have a
few students who don’t come with a good lunch every
day.”
“Our kids get accepted into university, but not in the
really competitive areas. They are so compliant; they
had no independence of thought. If our kids don’t have
that metacognitive element or the ability to problem
solve, then they are not going to be ready for the world
they are going into. We are afraid to make them
uncomfortable and afraid to push them.”
“We have 670 students. K-Gr 8, with no special
classes. We are a large school. Diverse, SES in the
community but it leans towards the low SES into
poverty. A lot of split families. When you go across the
street where all the gentrification has taken over you
are into $900,000 homes, we have some of that too, so
we have a cross-section. A lot of non-standard
caregivers, meaning traditional mother-father is not the
case here. We have a lot of guardians, caregivers,
grandparents, third party caregivers’ part of the
community that adds another dimension.”
“…that’s what I think most people were doing around
target setting. … the Continuous Learning and
Improvement process is good, but this year, we’ve
talked about it once at every staff meeting because at
every staff meeting there is something that I have to do,
that is prescribed and has to be done, and we don’t’
even get to instruction.”
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13. Decision by
Principal
(n = 180)

Evidence of distinct decisions made by a
principal.

14. Definition
of Instructional
Leadership
(n = 25)
15. Description
of TS
(n = 181)

When asked to define or describe what
the principal believes instructional
leadership is and what it looks like in
their school.
Comments about what it is like working
in a TS. Descriptions about staff,
students, or parental behaviour. Issues,
barriers, assets associated with poverty
that are described as being related to or
influential to the school climate,
decisions or improvement.
Comments specific to student behaviour
that disrupts teaching or learning in the
classroom.

16. Disruption
to teaching and
learning
(n = 2)
17. EAs
(n = 46)
18. Giving
Others a Voice
(n = 6)

19. Higher
Numbers of
Complex Needs
or Volume
(n = 9)
20. Imposter
Syndrome
(n = 12)

Comments, issues, barriers, descriptions
about working with educational
assistants, describing what EAs do, how
they impact the school.
Situations or descriptions of events
where the principal intentionally sought
out and empowered others (i.e., students,
parents or staff).

“So, we put those into place, first. Just getting kids
where they belonged, in class, starting to set that
environment and working with staff, and getting staff
to buy-in.”
“I am a facilitator of my educator’s learning. That is
my instructional leadership.”
“We had a parent overdose recently. I was going to go
into a meeting, and look at data and all this other stuff,
and I got pulled away and they just knew. It wasn’t a
bad day, it was just part of your norm.”

“They have to evacuate and come back in, things like
that. This conversation happens a lot in other schools
and some have special classes which takes up a lot time
and energy of the staff and principals.”
“We also have a lot of strong EAs that teachers will use
to help with discipline and follow-through. We are
fortunate that way.”
“It’s about empowering. Not just enabling. We have a
male EA in my building who was micromanaged prior
to me coming here. He was off a lot, sick, last year.
This year, he has come to me with ideas, and I have let
him run with things and like he’s a different human
being in this building this year.”

Same as #11.

Situations, comments made by principal
that indicated that they did not feel they
had done an efficacious or good job with
their leadership or instructional
leadership; when they provided evidence
to the contrary.

“I feel like I did such a better job last year at my last
school than here. I feel like if you asked anybody here,
they know where I stand on Spec Ed, 100%; where I
stand with behaviour, because I am consistent. [Where
I stand on instruction,] I think they would struggle to
answer that question. I haven’t gotten there yet, and
I’ve committed staff meetings to moderate student
work. If you want them to do, something you need to
give them the time. I’ve blown through almost all my
code 77 days already. People need the opportunity to
talk to their colleagues. I could talk all day about Spec
Ed, how to make friends, about evidence-based
strategies to deal with bullying, because we don’t teach
kids evidence-based strategies. When it comes to
curriculum stuff, I am getting better, but I get bogged
down by all the operational pieces. Without that, none
of the instructional stuff can take place. I am a rulefollower. Even the volunteers… I got pushback for
demanding police checks. The principal I learned from
knew policy, and it was such a good habit to learn from
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21. Independent
Learning –
Principal
(n = 3)
22. Independent
Learning – Staff
(n = 2)
23. Innovation
(n= 12)

24. Intentional
Improvement
Actions by
Principal
(n = 217)

25. Mental
Health of
Parents
(n = 11)
26. Mental
Health of Staff
& Principal
(n = 25)

27. Mental
Health of
Students
(n = 34)

Comments made that the principal had
engaged in independent learning to
deepen their own understanding.
Comments made by the principal that
staff had engaged in independent
learning to deepen their own
understanding.
Evidence provided by the principal that
the staff were engaging in new ways of
teaching and learning, demonstrated
high levels of interest in meeting student
needs pedagogically, e.g., using
technology, taking courses to try
something new. Co-planning/coteaching in teams. Engaging in
collaborative inquiry or presenting at
conferences.
Actions, behaviours and decisions that
impacted the culture of the school,
changed or introduced new structures,
influenced staff, made decisions about
staffing, had courageous conversations
about difficult topics, introduced a novel
idea, or empowered staff in a novel or
effective way. These actions were
separately coded from transformational
leadership behaviours (see Decision by
Principal (#13)
Descriptions by principal that describe
parents as having mental health issues
such as behaving aggressively,
addictions or needing psychological or
social work supports.
Comments made about “burnout”, stress,
absenteeism or well-being of the
principal or staff; specific reference to
mental health.

Specific comments made about students
who required mental health intervention,
resources, or extreme behaviour.

her. The instructional piece? That’s a work in progress,
that’s for sure.”
“I spent a lot of time doing my own reading in my own
almost like ethnographic research, listening to people,
talking to people, noting when kids were being
unregulated.”
“And they're giving all their free time to this, right?
And then they are meeting on their lunch times and all
that and I try to give them release time. So, I’m
watching on the side.”
“I have noticed that my staff do want to change and are
open to new instructional practices, research, openness
to trying new things, and even after the PD day, I had
staff reach out to me telling me how much they
enjoyed the PD, and they want to try new things.”

“I have two EAs here that are assigned to students and
it's been a political decision so they don't have a lot of
flexibility in supporting as well, so it has to be a team
approach because we only have the resources [we]
have, but I think we've got some traction, and we have
some interest. I plan to stay with the direction that the
teachers have developed and I always couch it in terms
of, ‘this is what you are asking, and this is what we are
going to continue to build on and we will make the
work that we have to do to, as decreed to us, or are
provided to us’ – that’s a nicer adjective – ‘by the
board and we’ll make that fit with your priorities
because you're the ones doing the work’.”
“Challenges? We have parents who are really resistive
to seeing a doctor or with medication, so our LRT
actually goes with the parents to the doctor
appointments.”
“I think our SOs and our director needs to spend a lot
of time in our TS and not just come for an afternoon
visit. Even the whole area of compassion fatigue… it’s
huge. Huge. I suffered from it, but I just assumed, well
that’s just the job of a principal. Giving 1000% at
school and having nothing left when you get home.
And some people would say, that’s what you signed up
for as a principal.”
“I would say our biggest challenge for our school, and I
don’t know that it is ever going to go away, is the
mental health illness. My VP, myself, and the Positive
School Team, talk about it and its strong in our school.
Our social worker has said they notice that in this
school compared to others we do struggle a lot with
mental health illnesses.”
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28. Mobility of
Students
(n = 6)

A larger than expected or average
volume of intakes and exits from a
school due to an influx of immigration
or unstable housing.

29. Multicultural/Equity
(n = 47)

Comments that speak to English
Language Learner students, immigrants,
non-English speaking families, diversity
of students, cultural differences of staff,
families or students. Issues of
equity/inequity within education.

30. No
Superintendent
Support
(n = 92)

Comments by principals that state they
explicitly felt unsupported by their
superintendent; missing support or nonsupport by the district, or other senior
leaders is implied, comments, actions or
behaviour or emotions such as
frustration and stress displayed by the
principal that speaks to a diverging
interests in school improvement or
where barriers exist put in place by the
district such as rigid policies and
expectations.

31. Ontario
Leadership
Framework
(n = 2)
32. Opinions
(n = 4)

Specific reference to the Ministry of
Education Ontario’s leadership
framework or expectations.

33. Parents
(n = 126)

34. PD (n = 24)

Comments difficult to classify, ideas
about how things should be done, ought
to be done, or ways in which the
principal would do things differently.
Mentions of parents/caregivers or
guardians of the students at the school.
Any reference to the families of the
students.

Professional development plans,
processes or opportunities.

“Not as much as the core inner city schools, families
pretty much stuck around. The housing was highly
desirable, so people came and stayed. We don’t have
the transiency like some of the other TS. We would
have about 30 – 40 a year unlike the 100 or so some
other schools were experiencing. As we see more
gentrification downtown [since] we had the lowest cost
housing, we saw more families moving into our area.”
“[It is] very multicultural in our building. Many
students from Saudi Arabia, many from Dubai, many
from Afghanistan, China, Japan, Taiwan, lots of…
very, very multicultural, a lot of families with
multigenerational families and grandparents lived with
families, sometimes uncles and aunts live in with
families and if they don't live with directly in the
house.”
“The board spends a lot of time talking about positive
culture and wellbeing, but I don’t see that among the
employees. I don’t see that at the forefront. I’m not
sure what they should do more, even maybe recognize
and acknowledge how much difficult and challenging
[is] what we do. Some kind words about what we are
doing here, would be great. I can’t believe I make the
same money here as I did at the other more affluent
school. There, I could watch the grass grow. I ran floor
hockey, I taught in classrooms when teachers weren’t
there. There wasn’t the urgency, the need, you know?
It’s a different job. Some people say, you know ‘you
are good’, but it’s hard to be here, and this is my
reward for being a good principal? It can be
challenging; I don’t have time to work out…”
“So, I think it's also a lot of that relationship piece. I
think the pieces of the Ontario leadership framework
that it is.”
“I think in [that] students and staff need to feel safe
first and foremost before they can take risks in the
classroom.”
“We have three communities, um, some parents have
high expectations and some we don’t talk to at all. I do
find it interesting because out of the three, it’s a
combination of all of them. So it’s not just… we are in
a special place because we do happen to have some
more affluent parents, and there’s teachers and all these
different types of occupations from there and we don’t
always have parental support from there and you look
over at our more impoverished neighbourhoods and
there’s low parental support but there are some that are
heavily involved. I find it interesting that there is a mix
from all three.”
“So anybody can join the directions team in their
school. There are people whom I have tapped to be a
part of it because they were strong instructional leaders
and they share what is going on or if they have been to
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35. Positive
Culture and
Well-being
(n = 59)

References to school climate, culture,
wellbeing of the staff and student
collective (disparate from personal
mental health); actions, activities or
behaviours that describe efforts to
improve the school culture/climate.
Goals or strategies designed to improve
culture/climate.

36. Principal
Learning Teams
(PLTs)
(n = 6)

Any reference to a district collaborative
structure where principals are put into
groups to discuss operational, logistical
and instructional issues.

37.
Privatization
(n = 33)

A reference, comment, or implicit
connection made by the principal that
indicates staff are not open to working
together, teaching is a private practice
that occurs without external observation
or peer review. A fear of evaluation or
changing instructional/assessment
practices.
An observation of a comment,
philosophy or ideal made by the
principal about their leadership, their
improvement within their school, things
they would like to learn more about, or
work on, or regrets. Personal comments
that indicate they have or are reflecting
on their learning in some way.

38. Reflective
(n = 43)

39
Relationships
(n = 74)

Comments that speak to ways in which
the principal intentionally builds
relationships with others, or how much
they value relationships.

40. Resistant to
Change
(n = 72)

A lack of progress or openness to
wanting to try or do new things in the
school, with others, not wanting to
attend professional learning, an
unwillingness to allow other
professionals into their classroom,
unwillingness to discuss change,
participate in programs or PD,
closemindedness about suggestions by
principals or others. Resistance could be

a conference, they will present that too. But the PA
days is where we can really dig in.”
“Of course, achievement is important and we need to
see our students succeed and we need to reach certain
benchmarks but, if you focus on that solely, you are
missing out and it can be a detriment to other aspects to
school and learning that cannot be taken for granted.
It’s like putting the cart before the horse. If kids aren’t
happy, what are we going to do that alter that? They
need to be prepared to learn. Achievement is important,
but culture is first.”
“In my PLT, there are 5 of us, and out of the 5, there
are 3 that have 2 or less years of principal experience
and we are all high needs schools. …we started having
these conversations about how you first get into a high
needs school and it is so overwhelming.”
“Here you can close that door for 20 years and nothing
would go wrong. I hate being here, it’s really freakin’
boring. It’s dull as dirt. I am continually bored and
frustrated at the same time. I could sit in the teacher’s
classroom and be a pain in the ass but I will only get
grieved more than I already do and it won’t change
them, it just pisses them off more.”
“We all have to respect, when we change schools. We
have to, and we don't always. We need to let principals
know that they need to do a better job at respecting the
journey of the person [that] came before them. No
matter what it looks like when you arrive. You are
going to walk in and you're going to see a whole set of
new problems. Whether that current principal sees
them or not. They’ve been there, dealing with that
journey. So, I think we don't do a good job of that part I
and I think the pieces of equity, I mean, you wouldn't
think that coming up to this area of town, that I
would've learned, more about equity than I ever have in
my entire life. It totally flipped my understanding of
equity on its ear. I had to look at equity in a different
way.”
“Relationship. You have to focus on the relationships. I
am not saying not to focus on the learning, but you will
not get to the learning or the respectful behaviour until
you build relationships with people. You need to be
open. You need to be visible with people. Be human. In
order for you to survive here and make a difference,
you need to have those relationships with people.”
“Yes, there is a mindset with staff, if it's not broke why
change? We have high achievement, so, why should I
move my practice? Why should I try something new
and take risks, even though you're telling me you
support me, I don't know that you will…, and what if I
fail? If it falls flat and it worries the parents? My work
was breaking that and starting to change some [of] that
thinking, while starting to plant the seed to possibly
change thinking.”
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41. Safe and
Orderly
(n = 112)

42. School
Improvement
Planning/
Actions
(n = 67)

43. Sexism
(n = 7)

44. Spec Ed
(n = 36)

45. Staff
Absenteeism
(n = 26)

by a group (e.g., teachers) or in less
tangible ways such as systemic barriers
in the district’s favored responses or
practices.
Concrete activities, ideas, initiatives,
actions, or decisions that a principal
made to address safety and order in their
school. Observations about issues of
safety, disorganization, or chaos.

Deliberate and clear activities a principal
made to improve the school and
explicitly stated the activity was in
service of school improvement. Differs
from #25 in that principals often made
reference to things they did but did not
specifically state it was directly about
school improvement. In this code, they
stated the activity or behaviour was for
school improvement.
Comments made by female principals
that indicated they felt they had
experienced sexism in the workplace, or
issues or decisions that favored males.

Comments made about special education
services, efficacy of program delivery,
specific programming, staff who worked
in the field of special education or
special education needs of students.
Comments, beliefs or issues mentioned
by principals that discussed why staff
are absent from work. Include calling in
sick, reasons for absenteeism, how they
addressed it, barriers and issues related
to absenteeism.

46. Staff
Mobility –
Stability
(n = 21)

Comments or observations about how
stable and committed a staff are,
according to the principal. If they have a
high number of unfilled jobs, new
teachers or, on the opposite end of the
spectrum, teachers that had been in the
school for a very long time.

47. Stress
(n = 25)

A general comment or observation about
stress in the workplace experienced by
the principal or that the principal
observed about their staff group. May

“We did struggle at first when I got here two years ago
with a lot of safety problems from a lot of outside
factors. So, a lot of fighting, a lot of violence, you
know, students actually physically harming bus drivers
… myself and the vice principal, when we first started
here, started getting kids in the class setting up
routines, giving some ownership to teachers again. And
now, we actually can honestly say we do have a safe
environment.”
“At staff meetings, there is usually an instructional
component, I divide it up into positive culture and
wellbeing, school events, and things like that. Then,
there is also the school improvement section of our
staff meeting. For example, tonight’s staff meeting, I
will have them fill out the continuous learning and
improvement educator reflection tool (board devised)
to see where we are at. It’s midpoint in the year, and
where they feel they are at and what they are focusing
on in the classroom.”
“I had to complain about it, so it is not happening
anymore, but he is walking down the halls of the
schools and high-fiving the male teachers. Says hi to
everyone at the table but me and another woman at the
table. I see him talking to all the guys but never to the
women. I’ve never seen that before, and it’s the first
time I’ve had it happen. That interaction has opened
my eyes to other issues too.”
“I find Spec Ed really hard to deal with but it’s not
their fault. There is so much red tape and hurdles to try
and get these kids supports they need.”
“I have an issue with staff calling in sick. Every school
has a high level of sick calls, compared to the TS, there
was a different reason. Those staff were taking mental
health days and they needed them or they were going
to die. Here, it’s ‘my right to take these days, I am
going to take all my sick days and my personal days.’
It’s a sense of entitlement.”
“They get tired and burnt out. You can see it at certain
points of the year and they are tired where they don’t
have the energy or mental capacity to deal with it.
Challenges around staffing is to fill jobs. I consistently
have unfilled jobs every day. I track it in a spreadsheet.
I have data for over two years on unfilled jobs. I
average about 2 EAs a day I am short, and a half a
teacher or ¾ s of a teacher.”
“The things that stress me out is when you have the
middle group of kids that are under some sort of mental
stress. There are so many multiple things that have
happened in these kid’s lives, that you can’t just target
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48. Student
Absenteeism
(n = 4)

have explicitly stated they were stressed
about a particular issue, or it was
implied by the manner they spoke. In
several occasions, the frequency of a
particular issue became a dominant
theme in a transcript implying that the
issue was a significant stressor for that
principal.
Comments about how often students are
absent from school, or why they are
absent from school.

49. Student
Behaviour
(n = 92)

General code to cover descriptions of
any student behaviour such as throwing
chairs, running around the school,
unregulated behaviour in class, fighting,
bullying, yelling, etc. Also included
descriptions of students who were
complacent and compliant.

50. Suspensions
(n = 14)

Any reference to student suspensions.

51. Taking
Risks
(n = 15)

Explicit or implied comment about staff
taking risks in trying new things in their
practice.

52. Technology
(n = 1)

Explicit reference to using technology at
school.

53. Tenure of
the Principal
(n = 23)

A reference to the time spent in a
particular school or an opinion about
how long a principal should stay at a
particular school.
Reference to how long staff at the school
have stayed or should stay at a school.

54. Tenure of
Staff
(n = 54)

55.
Transformation
al Leadership
[TL]Evidence
(n = 158)

Observations of principal actions and
behaviours that reflect one or more of
TL characteristics implying change
management:

one thing. That’s the part I struggle with, is you can’t
just focus on one thing. They come into school and
they are bringing all this baggage with them, and we
are trying to program and strategize around it.”

“The other unique feature of this school is that many of
our students have home country vacations. They travel
to visit family in their originating country between
three- and eight-weeks midyear.”
“We have kids in trauma and in crisis on a daily basis,
things can be working tickety-boo and then something
hits the fan, and then it’s craziness. And, you are
responding to violence, you are responding to selfharm. Prior to Christmas, we had a bunch of kids
taking some illicit Xanax, so we were in an OD
situation here, those are the sort of things we are
always dealing with.”
“I did a lot of suspensions last year. I [did] therapeutic
withdrawals and I had a lot of push back from parents
who were very unhappy because that had not been the
norm. But it was about keeping my educators safe and
also signaling to them that I would have their backs.”
“Leader is first and foremost, someone who can start
with building relationships with people. So, the trust is
there, and people are willing to take risks. I think for so
long in the traditional model of what school is, in that
top-down approach, we are afraid to make mistakes.”
“We’ve had major issues here; we’ve had police
investigations over catfishing and things such as that
here at the school.” (Catfishing occurs when someone
pretends to be someone else on the internet for
malicious purposes)
“For a principal, the most I could see is five years here,
anything beyond that… the fifth year would be
transitioning out with the next principal.”
“In terms of teachers, it varies. Some [stay] for five
years, [and then] get out, and for some [it is] one year
and [they are] gone because they can’t handle it here.
The five years [ones], can say, ‘I did it, I’ve learned,
now I’m gone’. The newer teachers like it here, but
they realize they can’t keep doing this. Then, you have
the people who have been here for 15 years who love it
and want to continue it. Some of those 15-year ones,
maybe they need to leave, but some of them are doing
such a good job and they are so supportive to the kids,
so there is two sides to the coin.”
“The first year when I restructured really, it was a lot
of time in building relationships, listening,
understanding, seeing where the gaps were. As I started
my second year, we had surplus staff. So that was a
really good opportunity to be the driver for a
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a) Idealized Influence - how a leader
exhibits confidence and charisma that
arouses an emotional connection with
their followers;
b) Individual Consideration - how a
leader attends to the needs of the
followers with active listening and
coaching;
c) Inspirational Motivation - how a
leader articulates organizational goals
while communicating high expectations
of their followers;
d) Intellectual Stimulation - how a leader
encourages innovative thinking, breaks
away from routines and norms to
encourage innovation.

reorganisation. I based the reorganisation structure, I
gave the rationale, it was a lot of change. And people
really, really struggled. I think I was lucky to have
good relationships in place that tempered that.”

56. Trust
(n = 70)

Comments that indicate explicitly or
implicitly that the principal has
engendered or built trust with students,
staff or parents. Discussions or
references about trust.

57. Union
(n = 69)

Explicit comments about the unions
power, limitations, collective agreement,
barriers and issues, both specific to the
principal and school, or systemically.

58. Using Data
(n = 48)

Any mention of how the principal uses
data in analysis or to describe how they
are used to inform their leadership,
influence staff, make a decision, or how
it relates to standardized testing,
achievement, goals or well-being.
Explicit or implicit mention of serious or
“violent” incidents that do not just fit
within the parameters of ‘regular’
student behaviour.

“In terms of my leadership here, I have definitely
learned that they really need to trust you. Or are you
just the guy that is gonna come in here, be here for a
few years and off to a bigger job. If you can be here,
you can do something else. So, you need to really
develop those relationships and that trust. And I think
that’s everywhere, but for you to do a good job and
them to believe in you? They have to trust you first.
They need to know you have their back no matter what.
And in other schools, maybe it wasn’t as needed as
much. I try to be more supportive here due to the need,
than I have in the past.”
“If it’s not in the collective agreement or the union
hasn’t said it, it doesn’t get done. We will go through
the sessions, a discussion, and nothing more. A lot of
times, if it’s not passive-aggressive, they will say ‘yes’
in the meeting, but after that session nothing will be
tried.”
“I do [use the data], yeah, and sometimes I share the
data with staff as well. One of the questions is “what is
happening” and the “location” and “time of day” so we
can see that behaviour is happening close to nutrition
breaks and at the end of the day, at transitional times.”

59. Violent
Incidents
(n = 21)

60. Workload
(n = 10)

Actual or implied issues of workload
that are untenable or difficult for the
principal or their staff to manage.
Unrealistic expectations of the role, the
superintendent or the district.

“I had many parents coming in on a routine basis,
complaining about the students who are violent and
aggressive so [referring to children that are not their
own, but who are in a class where there are students
described as violent or aggressive] I took it upon
myself to go to a couple of OPC sessions in March and
February last year on how to deal with violent and
aggressive students.”
“I think we all have the same workload. Whether it be
a turnaround [school] or here, [it is] for different
reasons. I don’t want it to seem like, yes, my scores are
high, but my workload is just as heavy; it’s just
different having worked in those schools and those
environments. I’m happy to share that they asked me to
go to a turnaround [school] and I quite strongly
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declined because it was not who I feel I am as a leader
and I didn’t want to be in that environment. Even
though my workload continues to be heavy dealing
with parental complaints all the time, and high
expectations, I feel like that is my strength and I am
really good at building community relationships with
our families.”
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FIGURE 1. CONCEPT ANALYSIS – CO-OCCURRING CODES
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FIGURE 2. AXIAL CODING – CONCEPT ANALYSIS
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FIGURE 3. AXIAL CODING – GENDER AND SCHOOL TYPE ANALYSIS
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FIGURE 4. BEGINNING TO BUILD A THEORY
TS
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APPENDIX D: ONTARIO PRINCIPALS COUNCIL – LEARNING MODULES FOR
PRINCIPAL QUALIFICATION
Module Title
1. Developing an
understanding of the
school principal’s role
2. Having a Professional
Challenging
Conversation
3. Exploring your equity
stance

4. What is instructional
leadership?
5. Leading safe schools

6. Data-informed
decision-making

7. What are the legal
duties of a principal?

8. Growing your
personal leadership
resources
9. Life balance for
aspiring leaders

Description of Learning Goals
• Legal duties of being a principal
• OLF and an understanding of the five domains in professional growth
• Personal leadership resources and how they impact the role of the principal
• Emotional intelligence
• Different types of conversations
• Cognitive and emotional barriers
• Active trust as an essential part of making change and leading a school
• Recognizing the power of listening throughout the conversation
• The impact of privilege and unconscious bias impact on school students, staff
and communities
• The principal as change agent
• Recognizing bias/privilege and the extent to which these inform decision-making
attitudes or actions
• The moral imperative in creating an equity and inclusive stance
• How leadership and management are inter-twined in the role of principal
• The changing nature of school leadership
• The difference between professional learning and professional development
• The role of the principal in creating and maintaining safe and caring schools
• Progressive discipline as a whole-school approach
• Bullying prevention and intervention as integral to a positive school climate
• Restorative circles as a means of working through conflicts in schools
• The role of the principal in promoting a culture of excellence and accountability
• Internal, external and holistic accountability
• Types of data; achievement, demographic, perceptual and program
• Data and SEF, and school improvement processes
• Similarities and differences of legal duties of a teacher and principal
• The relationship between a principal’s legal duties and their legal practice
• Health and safety of students and staff
• Principal’s duties related to statutes, regulations, PPMs and board policy
• Social, psychological, social and cognitive resources
• Self-awareness through assessment surveys
• Strategies to build strong personal leadership resources
• Personal action plan and SMART goals
• Explore life-balance and complexities
• Explore the wellness wheel
• Understand your well-being and link to practice
• Ways to enhance your well-being
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APPENDIX E: PHASED MODEL OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT
Phase Name

1. Trust, Safety and
Structure

2. Predictable
Culture (WellBeing)

3. The Bridge

4. Performance and
Sustainability

Leadership, Decisions and Actions
Note: Moving through phases are not tied to finite time frames such as academic years –
but responsively, built on need and response. Movement through improvement phases
should be a conversation and transparent decision with the superintendent.
The principal’s focus is to establish trust and relationships with students, staff, parent
community. Data is collected internally about the school and neighbourhoods to inform
decisions about devising and implementing safe and orderly policies, procedures and
practices. Principals should demonstrate they have gathered triangulated evidence about
the dynamics of their school team. The school improvement plan in this phase is focused
on creating a safe and orderly environment while documenting decisions made about
structures and staffing. The principal needs to focus on the systematic tracking of office
referrals to determine baselines of student needs and classroom dynamics. Decisions
around intentional staffing are made by the end of this year and rationalized. The principal
should be able to demonstrate reflection around safety and security moving towards trust
building.
At this phase, the principal has fully implemented safe and orderly structures and routines
as well as a means to monitor the efficacy of these processes. The principal is now
beginning to work on building strong community and family relationships by
demonstrating consistency, transparency and strong policy knowledge. Relationships with
staff are at a point where the principal is able to establish a functional school directions
team to support the implementation of the school plan vision. At this point, whole school
culture and well-being is the focus of school improvement planning. This does not
preclude working on other instructional board-level goals; however, the principal needs
the time and flexibility for creating optimal learning environments for staff and students.
Decisions and evidence that the school has met these goals should be clearly documented.
Towards the end of this phase, the principal should be ready to engage in a clear
instructional program by leveraging distributed leadership among the staff (e.g., clearly
defined goals, expectations and planned implementation). Overall, the school
improvement focus remains on implementing well-being strategies in preparation for the
next phase while setting high expectations for behaviour, safety, respect and culture
among all stakeholders. The principal should be able to demonstrate how they are
developing stronger internal system relationships with service departments and in the
community. The principal will also show evidence of consistent classroom visits for the
purposes of benchmarking for the next phase of school improvement.
This phase is the transition between a safe, functioning, predictable climate/culture for
staff and students shifts toward a focus on the academic environment. The principal is now
able to implement the instructional program and practices, as well as and begin to see
evidence of change in well-being and achievement. Decisions made to support staff
collaborative work processes should be clearly documented. Documented plans for future
process and outcome evaluation of the instructional plan should be reasonable,
manageable and staff owned. The principal can demonstrate how they have set high
academic expectations for all staff, students and parents. There should be evidence of
collaborative inquiries among grade partners, or divisions working together to co-plan/coteach/co-assess occurring among the staff and documentation to show that high standards
of instruction in the classroom is expected.
In this phase, the principal continues with pressure to keep instructional standards and
academic press high. Academic performance should now be evident and consistent with a
continued upward trend and growth in multiple datasets. Where possible, collaborative
capacity among staff should grow into cross-divisional inquiry, cross-school inquiry, or
cross panel (elementary and secondary schools working together) inquiries as part of the
larger ecosystem of schools in the district. Decisions, evaluations of the instructional
program should be documented as evidence of change and impact. Sustained momentum
in this phase should be observed critically and consistently for complacency effects.
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5. Performance,
Sustainability in
Preparation for
Principal Transition

The principal is focusing on phasing in a new principal, evaluating and reflecting on
previous decisions, data, and practices. Staff should be comfortable with demonstrating
collaborative efficacy, leading PD, and engaging in innovation. It is vital that there is little
if no loss in phased work occurs. This does not mean the new principal is unable to make
changes, it simply means time and care need to be taken to manage this transition and
decisions will need to be transparent with reasonable rationale.
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